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Chapter 1

Emperor Ji Meng had not been able to learn much about this land he found himself stranded in. His captors kept him well-guarded on the ship that they had taken from him in his failed invasion. Though surrounded by the silk of his personal quarters, they might have well been steel bars. He had thought this fleet indomitable when it departed from the docks of the south. Over land and sea his army travelled, the winds at their back like some divine blessing the whole way. In a day, fortune turned to deep misfortune as he was reminded that he, too, was mortal.

But Ji Meng did not lose his patience. He was kept alive for a reason—a reason that was sure to make itself clear in the days to come. Days became weeks, and weeks a month. Then, finally, a rope descended from the heavens with which he could climb back up. It came in the form of elves. Though wiped out in the Great Chu, various races of their kind persisted in this land he’d intended to plunder. These ones called themselves Veidimen.

The Veidimen leader, Patriarch Dras, sat across from Ji Meng. He was bald, and had sharp white eyes that peered down upon him with authority. These elves all possessed giant stature, but their size meant little when he was already a captive stripped of weapon and armor and forced to drink a draught that suppressed his vital force.

“You’ve met my daughter, but we’ve never spoken,” Patriarch Dras said after he’d introduced himself.

Ji Meng remained still. “Remind me.”

“The queen,” the patriarch said proudly.

Ji Meng narrowed his eyes. Some things were falling into place. This was an alliance of some sort. Perhaps the elves were vassal to the king. It did explain why Argrave gave her the authority to sit and speak next to him as an equal.

“Does she know we’re speaking?” Ji Meng pried. If there was dissent, he might capitalize on it.

“The royal couple suggested this conversation.” Dras placed his big hands on the table before them. “An interesting question, though. You’re quite the schemer, aren’t you?”

The emperor was annoyed, but he tried not to show it as he asked, “What is it you want with me?” There didn’t seem to be a single hint of disunity in this whole endeavor. Ji Meng supposed a leader willing to assault an enemy flagship personally would certainly have no trouble earning the trust of those beneath him.

“Argrave suggested that we use you as a claimant in our invasion of the Great Chu.”

Ji Meng’s mind reeled with the news, but he remained calm outwardly.

Dras pointed at him. “If not for your character, it might’ve been a good idea.”

“My character?” Ji Meng repeated.

“I don’t think I could control you. You’ll play along until you have an opportunity to break free. I thought about breaking your spine and cutting off your hands to neutralize you utterly, but then you’d be less effective as a claimant.” Dras set his hands on his knees. “I imagine it’d be hard to accept a cripple as the Emperor of the Great Chu. Thus, revolts. Thus, a less peaceful transfer of power.”

Ji Meng took a drink of the brew in front of him. When silence stretched out, he beckoned. “You’ve got more to say, so just say it.”

Dras began again as if he’d been waiting for permission. “The people that puppeteered your imperial court have acted more prudently than expected. Our mole on the inside was discovered and purged, and their strategy has changed. This entire continent is effectively under siege. We had expected to be launching our counter-invasion by this time.”

“Continental siege?” Ji Meng’s disbelief flavored his tone.

“Yes.” Dras’ nod was troubled. “Even gods can build siege weapons. But unlike, say, a trebuchet… the stones that they sling can bridge continents. And they don’t sling stones, either. They sling magic of devastating proportions that has the potential to wipe out a city.”

It sounded absurd, but Ji Meng couldn’t bring himself to laugh. He had heard tales of the cycle of judgment. New cruelties of war were born every millennium under the desperation it wrought.

“The situation has changed.” Dras looked at Ji Meng firmly. “We can defend against the siege, and we have long been self-sustaining. But it wears us down and diverts us from the main goal. We can no longer afford to wait idly while the Qircassian Coalition rains hellfire upon this continent. They either know this… or got lucky. We can tolerate neither.”

“Where do I come in? Unless you wished to consult me for advice, I don’t see the point of telling me anything.”

“You need to be apprised of events. You’re going to be a part of them.” Dras watched intently. “How do you want this situation to end for you?”

Ji Meng laughed. “I should be grateful for survival.”

A chirp sounded out, and Ji Meng only now noticed a golden bird watching in the corner of the room.

Patriarch Dras shook his head. “You should be honest. That bird has a clever mind within it, and she hates lies.”

Ji Meng tapped his knee, irritated. “That would be a prized pet in the imperial court.” There were too many unknowns in this place. A bird that disliked lies? It didn’t feel like a bluff, but he decided to try it again. “I want my men to get out of this alive.”

The bird chirped again.

“Once more,” Dras prompted him heartlessly.

“Very well…” Ji Meng leaned in a little closer. “I want to become emperor once more. I want to purge my court of all the people that’ve corrupted it, and get vengeance against the gods that’ve enacted this plan. I want to ensure that my family, my lineage, survives, because I love them.”

Dras waited, but the bird stayed silent. The patriarch nodded. “Any other targets of vengeance?”

“Of course. The suns and the moon, alongside all flies and dragons. I’ll kill the world,” Ji Meng declared grandly.

The bird chirped.

Dras was similarly unmoved by the joke. “You don’t harbor a grudge against Vasquer?”

Ji Meng knew he should not answer. “Why even ask? It would take centuries to build a fleet large enough to contest yours. If I bore a grudge, it would never bear fruit.”

“Fine,” Dras nodded. He didn’t seem displeased that Ji Meng refused to answer.

The emperor studied the bird. There seemed to be some intelligence in those eyes. Perhaps it could discern more than lies.

He looked back to his interrogator. “What now?”

Patriarch Dras rose to his feet. “There will be more questions to ask, and more answers for you to give. For now, content yourself with this; you will be returning to the Great Chu. And should things go our way, it will be the site of the most important war in the entire history of the world.”

***

Orion swung his sword in a heavy, fast overhead swing. Argrave barely caught his brother’s blade with his parrying dagger, pulled it to the side with the guard, and then lashed out with his own sword. Orion sidestepped, then struck out at Argrave’s knee with a kick. Argrave disentangled his dagger to dodge, and metal rattled against metal in the exchange. Orion came again with a thrust, but Argrave slapped the blade aside with his dagger, then watched Orion cautiously. The black-haired brothers circled each other, gray eyes steady and combative. Orion’s gaze broke away first, looking to the sun.

“That’s the hour. Your reactions are getting somewhat better, Your Majesty.” Orion usually gave effusive praise, but as Argrave’s trainer, had remained rather practical. “Using weapons of blood will make things easier for you, but it’ll be good to practice with steel.”

Argrave shook the arm that held the parrying dagger. Orion wore no armor at all, while Argrave wore his full set of armor that strengthened him in both magical and divine manners. Despite that, Orion’s raw strength still overpowered him. The blessings from Vasquer’s faux-pantheon persisted in his brother, strong as ever.

Still, after all this direct training, Argrave could block a blow from Orion with nothing but enhanced strength and a hardy dagger. That meant something. More importantly, he learned how to contest foes in close quarters. With his blood echoes, he could teleport to any position in a battle using [Echo Step]. With Orion’s training, he felt like he might be powerful enough for what was coming up.

“Let’s go,” he told Orion.

Orion nodded, heading to retrieve his discarded armor. Argrave waited patiently, while he thought of someone else enduring the same sort of lesson from a master perhaps even harsher than Orion…

***

“Don’t tell anyone you’re my pupil,” Rowe the Righteous, master spellcaster of Veiden, said as he looked upon Anneliese. “I don’t want to be embarrassed.”

“Very helpful, thank you,” Anneliese nodded.

Rowe crossed his legs on the stool he sat upon. “Do you think S-rank magic is something so easily mastered? Do you think I can merely say a word or two and have you capable of breaching the wall?”

“All you’ve done is provoke me. I cannot recall a word you’ve said on the subject, let alone two,” Anneliese shook her head.

“Memory issues so young. Hmm.” Rowe smoked from a pipe, blowing rings into the air.

Anneliese stepped away from the smoke and watched him, then corrected her long white hair. “That will harm you if you keep doing it.”

“So does being old. I’ve done it thus far without dying.” Rowe looked at her, then begrudgingly snuffed out the pipe with ice magic. “Fine. It’s a human habit, anyhow.” He emptied the pipe of its contents, then focused on her amber eyes. “Listen… considering you’re going to dismantle that Qircassian Coalition soon, perhaps we should give up on teaching you S-rank magic. We should round out your fundamentals.”

“I can do it,” Anneliese insisted. “I can learn.”

“Can you?” Rowe stashed the pipe away. “No matter. I’ve held you up. You have something to tend to.”

“Oh!” Anneliese looked reminded of it only now, and stepped away to leave without much more dialogue. When she left the room, Rowe stared at where she was.

“Yes, you can learn. You’re a damned monster…” Rowe mumbled bitterly. “Why did I work so hard? For lucky pissers like that… for the talented…”

With a long sigh, Rowe got out his pipe again, already lamenting having emptied it.

***

Argrave and his closest counsel sat in a table. His sister spoke to him quickly, reading from a paper.

“One of the attacks did make it through. I’m told not many lives were lost, but it did set fire to a large portion of the royal forest in the southeast.” Elenore looked up at Argrave as she concluded her report. “The wildfire caused a fair bit of damage to the wildlife, yet a Magister of the Order managed to quell the flames.”

“Good lord…” Argrave lamented. “These attacks don’t relent.”

“Almazora is well-suited to defend as she is a goddess of magic. But even she cannot prevent every blast over the whole continent,” the Alchemist said.

“They should have done this from the beginning,” Melanie remarked. “Seems to be working rather well.”

“They thought they were ambushing us with their naval invasion. Sataistador was the only reason we knew about it in advance,” Anneliese reminded her.

“Their utter lack of response disquiets me,” said Galamon. “We expected an invasion from the heart of their forces after the defeat of the imperial navy. Instead, they chip away at us. Why? We can endure these attacks forever.”

“Could be Sataistador. He’s stopped giving us information about the Qircassian Coalition. He said his mole was purged, but that’s a little dubious,” Durran speculated. He’d placed more gold tattoos on his face, and they aligned nicely with his eyes of the same color. “Maybe our god of war has changed sides. Maybe he intends to take us on with them at his side.”

“If Sataistador switched sides, I suspect he would already be tearing through the countryside recklessly,” Anneliese guessed.

“I appreciate everyone’s insight, but the bottom line is this: the Alchemist has confirmed that Gerechtigkeit’s power has been amplified ever since Sophia was freed of Sandelabara.” Argrave tapped the table. “He’s going to be stronger by many magnitudes. I thought we were ready, but now we’re going to need to bring the strength of the world to our side. To do that, we have to eliminate our biggest rival decisively, and make peace with those who remain.”

Everyone looked at him, waiting for that final wall to collapse. Even Argrave knew what had to be done, but saying it was a different matter.

“…considering their strategy, that means heading to the Great Chu,” Argrave finally said.

“Even assuming that can be pulled off, what if it backfires?” Onychinusa, the ancient elf, chimed in. “The last thing the gods want is an uncontested power. What if they unite to fight us?”

“If that should happen, we withstand their coalition, and when Gerechtigkeit comes, they’ll be all the easier to redirect,” Argrave rebutted. Even he thought the idea was a little lacking. But that was just the thing—with the situation as it was, the Qircassian Coalition had forced their hand. “I’m going to meet with Sataistador one last time,” Argrave told them. “It’ll be the same as the last times—tense. All of you should be ready. After that… we prepare to lift this continental siege.”


Chapter 2

“Durran told me you said that these were made to kill gods,” Argrave said, staring down upon a ballista. It was entirely metallic, even the string that fired the bolt. He had seen it fire, and when it did, it let out a deep resonating rumble that might be used for music were it not so intimidating. He turned his head to its maker, Dario. “Was that a bluff?”

Dario sat on a chair, his crutches at his side. His arms were wrapped in bandages—if they weren’t wrapped, they would bleed profusely. He had braces on his legs that kept them from bending. His bones were more pliable than others, and without the braces his limbs would bend and eventually snap if he put excessive pressure on them. In summary, he was totally and utterly ruined after assisting the Heralds in trying to keep Argrave from Sandelabara. But still he lived, and surprisingly… still he served.

Dario gestured at it weakly. “When I had one strapped to my arm, the Heralds powered them. These models are magic or lightning powered, like the rest of my people’s work. They’re less powerful, but still miles ahead of any weapons your army has. They can kill lesser gods, damage greater ones. As for ancient gods, I’m skeptical.”

“How many have you made?” Argrave asked, touching it and moving it about with his hand.

“About two thousand.”

Argrave stopped and looked at him. “I said ‘made,’ not ‘will make.’”

Dario grabbed his crutches and rose. “And I said two thousand.”

Argrave followed the crippled master artificer as he shambled through his workshop. Though technically imprisoned, Elenore had ordered a workshop built in Vysenn that employed the magma in the volcano to operate forges of higher metals—both dwarven, and what the subterranean mountain people used for their golems. Considering Gerechtigkeit was bound to commandeer golems when he descended, they couldn’t make any constructs. Instead, Dario made these ballistae en masse. Argrave hadn’t been expecting much, but Dario led him into another room.

Rows of these weapons of war spread out before Argrave, all of them so recently forged that they hadn’t even collected dust. Each and every one looked factory made. He supposed the casting part would be rather easy to perfect, but as far as he knew, Dario would have to manually carve energy pathways that transferred power from a core into the metal to give it power and purpose.

Argrave looked around in wonder. “Did Elenore give you assistants?”

“She offered, but I turned them away. Even I won’t give away my people’s secrets so easily. All I have are constant guards,” Dario referenced, looking back where a few armored mages watched vigilantly. “I’ve decided to make these weapons every second I’m awake. It’s harder to think about what I’ve done when I’m working. There’s just the heat of the forge reminding me that if I make a mistake, I’ll lose fingers or worse. Then, I chisel the energy pathways into the ballista and its power core until I run out of raw materials.”

“How did you learn all of this? I don’t remember you in the place I came from,” Argrave said bluntly.

“I wasn’t special. Right tool, right place, right time. The Heralds led me, and I learned from dreams,” Dario recounted. “Forgotten methods. Forgotten forges. They showed me the Iron Giants and much more. Our people were devastated by golems in the last cycle… yet still, we haven’t fully learned our lesson.” He looked to Argrave. “I’ll work day and night until my body gives up. But I hope I can ask something of you, Your Majesty.”

“…go ahead,” Argrave gestured.

“Consider my perspective. Give up this foolish pursuit, and return Sophia to the Heralds.” He ground his walking aids against the ground. “And if you don’t… at least save my people.”

Dario didn’t wait for an answer. He walked down, crutches clinking against the stone, until he got to his workbench. There, the magma of Vysenn roared heat into the room. He merely got back to work, casting metal as he chiseled energy pathways into the pieces which had already been forged.

Argrave examined the ballistae once more. He had come here to get a little more insurance against Sataistador for this coming meeting, but Elenore said that he might be surprised by what he saw. He agreed with her sentiment. Dario had made something suitable to arm an army. If these ballistae could be powered, they would have a tremendous advantage against the forces of the Great Chu.

Another reason to thank Melanie, thought Argrave as he tapped a ballista’s brace. He looked with pity at the man broken far beyond what magic could fix. Maybe in another life… things didn’t have to end this way.

Then again, this wasn’t the end.

***

Argrave had chosen to meet with Sataistador near Castle Cookpot in a wide-open plain. Long ago, he and Anneliese had fought against the tephramancers of the Vysenn people in this region. Now, the alabaster-skinned tribes were largely under the thumb of Vasquer. Argrave had kept his promise and vacated their land after the business in Sandelabara, but extended contact with Vasquer and witnessing the refugees living extremely well in Blackgard had led to something of a voluntary diaspora.

Now, the tribes even permitted traders, and Elenore had obviously been allowed to construct the workshop Dario and other craftsmen resided in. It was somewhat colonialist, but the tribesmen certainly weren’t being treated unfairly. About a thousand of their number had joined the army, and were undergoing basic training as Argrave stood here. Warriors that were fearless and regenerative—the Veidimen warriors would make great troops out of them, and in return, their families would be living in the shelter of Blackgard while the troops themselves earning a high salary.

Georgina, freed of her imprisonment, acted as something of an ambassador between the two very different cultures. Mial, Mozzahr’s daughter, had a similar role around the remnants of the Ebon Cult, who were accepting that Mozzahr had died and truly beginning the difficult process of integrating into Vasquer society. They kept a close eye on how things proceeded, but thus far, both had been a boon to the kingdom’s cohesion. 

Ideas came to Argrave one after the other as his eyes scanned the verdant plains before Vysenn. Argrave broke from his thinking when he saw the red-haired god of war kneeling down in a field of tall grass, his long hair swaying in the breeze. He looked to the side, where his company waited for him to move.

Argrave travelled with Anneliese alone for this meeting. They both wore the armor that Artur had crafted for them—his black and gold coat, hers white and amber, with all the well-crafted armor beneath bearing his personal sun and snake heraldry. Sometimes he did feel a little ridiculous in such an elaborate getup, but he couldn’t deny he did love looking sharp, doubly so with Anneliese by his side.

When they approached, Sataistador stood up. He was like a lion emerging from the bushes—nothing in one second, then an image that sparked a primal fear in the next. Wearing barbaric armor and bearing many weapons on his person, he looked the same as ever. Namely, menacing.

“There are an awful lot of rather interesting weapons nearby,” the god greeted them.

“They’re being transported north,” Argrave said, excuse on hand.

“Of course. Though, I’d be careful. If you have them loaded and ready to shoot while you’re transporting them, they might accidentally loose a bolt as we speak.”

Argrave smiled broadly. “Thank you for the advice. I’ll take it to heart once we finish this conversation.”

Sataistador laughed. “Fair enough. I’d hoped to have this conversation in Blackgard, but you’ve fortified that place well enough that even I had trouble slipping by. The all-seeing snake, the magic wards in the sky and the land… why, it’s a final bastion. What’s so important in there? People? Or something else?”

Anneliese stepped up beside Argrave. “Your plan to counterattack the Qircassian Coalition fell apart. We were wondering if you had something to do with it.”

He looked at her with his predatory green eyes. “Why would I kill my child?”

“Because you are you,” Anneliese crossed her arms, undeterred.

“True,” he nodded. “But I was actually rather fond of that plan. Do you think I expected them to set up that weapon they’re using? The sky tower, they call it.” Sataistador looked back to where the Great Chu was, reminiscing. “Qircassia’s creation, but Erlebnis’ design. It’s a great pillar of clouds in the sky, erupting like a volcano day after day. You can feel the rumblings from the ground. Qircassia’s made it their unassailable fortress. If they purged my informant, then they know I’m after them. I suspect it’s why they’re cowering so, firing at Berendar like cowards.”

“The way the pieces have fallen, we’re going to have to attack. I don’t care to endure this bombardment forever,” Argrave disclosed bluntly. “I think that your role has to change. You need to make sure we can sail overseas without being disturbed by something. We join forces, and we kill them all.”

“You’re going to head overseas?” Sataistador crossed his huge arms. “Well… wonders never cease. You’re turning out to be much more likable than I thought you were.”

Argrave didn’t like hearing that. He didn’t like any of this. He had been against this invasion since the beginning, but the longer he stewed on it, the more he accepted that rescuing Sophia meant he could not afford the half-measure that was sending the Veidimen as lone invaders. He needed to get rid of his largest opposition once and for all, liberate the Great Chu, and turn the world against the true threat that was Gerechtigkeit. At least his personal involvement would mean he’d have a greater degree of control over the situation.

“The thing that they want most is for you to sail overseas,” Sataistador said plainly. “That liquid fire you dealt with against their fleet—Great Chu docks abound with the stuff. They can set miles of the ocean aflame for months while they bombard your fleet with their magic—though, they queerly call that power ‘vital force.’ No ships could possibly sail those waters.”

“I have a plan for that,” Anneliese said. “Besides, their magic bombardments would help me greatly.”

“But those are only mortal means,” Sataistador shook his head. “They have gods.”

“And we have some of our own.”

Sataistador tilted his head. “Isn’t the Blackgard Union a defensive coalition?”

“The best defense is a good offense. I think I can persuade them of that.” Argrave gave a false smile. “I have some plans of my own, you see.”

“The two of you… you work well together.” Sataistador sighed. “Would that I had a woman like yours. I intended to groom Melanie for that role, but she seemed to view you as a better prospect than me. No matter. How would you like me to factor in?”

“The liquid fire, the magic, the docks—we’ll handle that on our end. All we want from you is to abate the pressure the gods of the Qircassian Coalition cause. Hunt them, tear them apart, and eat them alive.” Argrave gestured. “Sounds like something you’d enjoy.”

“That’s it? You don’t intend for me to distract the more notable members of the Qircassian Coalition?”

“The only one of those I truly fear is the leader. Qircassia is a god of land and sky. The sea has always been his weak point.”

Sataistador stewed. “You’re relying on me a fair bit all the same.”

“Not really. Law is easily on Qircassia’s level. He’s my patron, and I now how to make him tick.” Argrave tapped his chest. “I chose my allies prudently.”

Sataistador clicked his tongue, then gave a nod. “Expect my aid, then. But when?”

“Not too long…” Argrave began, explaining things to Sataistador.

***

With Sataistador’s assistance reaffirmed, Argrave and Anneliese returned to Blackgard. Tomorrow, Argrave intended to speak with the gods comprising the Blackgard Union. He felt the support of some, like Veiden, was guaranteed. The others… he didn’t know what he might have to offer to get them to bend.

But behind this gigantic undertaking, a crux of it remained. Sophia, the seven-year-old girl rescued from the strange city of Sandelabara. Argrave’s duties kept him extremely busy, but he saw her at least once a day. Despite Elenore’s efforts to introduce highly competent caretakers that had reared the children of many great noble houses, Sophia trusted only Argrave—and to a lesser extent, Anneliese and Elenore. He had intended to give her a nice and calm life, but she actually wrote him an elegant letter pleading that she find some way to repay what Argrave had done. He half-thought Elenore had written it for her, but no—Sophia wanted to find some way to be helpful, despite being seven and severely traumatized.

Argrave was reluctant to do anything until Sophia started trying to clean the parliamentary hall. After, Argrave assigned tutors. Sophia felt even more indebted until Argrave managed to get through to her by saying Elenore was one of his most valuable people, and she went through the same tutoring. That sealed her fate; Sophia’s grand ambition became to be just like Elenore. His sister seemed somewhat baffled by this, and she clearly didn’t know how to deal with children, but she treated Sophia as kindly as she could. The young child badgered her with questions on how to best help the kingdom whenever they spoke.

And to that end, her desire to repay Argrave made a certain task all the easier.

Argrave opened the door, coming upon Sophia as she read a book diligently. She wore a green outfit in some imitation of Elenore, had her black hair done straight like Elenore, and her red eyes scanned the book with the same focus that Elenore often had. She was so focused that she didn’t even hear the door open. Argrave knelt beside her, and some seconds passed before Sophia noticed him with a gasp.

“Your Majesty!” she said, shocked as only a child could be.

“Who’s that?” Argrave said, looking around. “I don’t know anyone by that name.”

“Everybody calls you that. I should, too,” she said guiltily.

“The people I like can call me Argrave. I say you can. What’s the matter—don’t you like me too? Come on…”

“…hello, Argrave,” she said shyly.

Argrave was a little disappointed she had corrected her speech impediment, frankly. He thought it was adorable to be called ‘Argwave.’ Still, he held his hand out and said, “Hello, Sophia. It’s time to visit Doctor Raven. Are you ready?”

Sophia nodded, took his hand, and rose. When he turned, Anneliese stood at the door, smiling. The three of them walked side-by-side to visit the Alchemist—now known in the parliamentary hall as ‘Doctor Raven,’ a name given by Argrave. Over the past few months, the Alchemist had been exploring the depth of Sophia’s power.

Today was especially important. Apparently, the Alchemist said he’d finally begun to somewhat comprehend Sophia’s power of creation.


Chapter 3

‘Doctor Raven’ was a shallow imitation of the man that Argrave recalled seeing in Erlebnis’ realm when he had absorbed the knowledge from the book in the Archives. Tall with natural gray hair, pale skin, and an ever-stoic demeanor, he examined Sophia twice a week to track what was occurring within her body magically and physically. He kept track of her health just as much as the magical phenomenon within.

Sophia obediently underwent examination without so much as a peep. When it was done, some of her caretakers took her aside that they might speak to the Alchemist in private.

The Alchemist stayed in his human form, his eyes gray emotionless slates. “Sophia has never been healthier. And so long as she draws breath, she always will be healthy. Her health is instinctual. Hause was right—creation, if not life itself, springs within her being. Her soul and her power are interlinked so completely as to be indistinguishable from one another. Thus far, it sustains her, keeps her safe. But it can do much more than that.”

“What does that mean for her?” Argrave asked, sitting on a chair backward while resting his arms on its back.

The Alchemist held out his hand. It split, and plants budded upward as demonstration. “If she wishes, and if she gains mastery over it, Sophia could create life. You’ve experienced it yourself—you were subject to her, and with instinct alone, she used your flesh to birth you anew.”

Argrave narrowed his eyes. “Used my flesh? That’s hardly ‘anew.’”

“The point remains. That which she touches, she can give life to. If she had a dead body before her, she could create a soul to fill it. She could change the body of another to match what she wanted. And indeed—if she learned how, she could change the memories, sentiments, and thoughts that you hold.” He gestured at Argrave. “I’ve analyzed your body. I don’t see any fundamental changes in you. Still, Sophia’s power might be subtler than anything I might see.

“The Heralds used Sophia’s power, imprisoning her within a pocket realm that was so distorted it mirrored itself in the real world.” The Alchemist held out his hands and waved to all three of them present. “We have the opportunity to do the same.”

“The Heralds were quite literally pulling her soul apart,” Argrave said coldly, rising to his feet.

The Alchemist tilted his head. His human features seemed to grow more monstrous by the second. “Did she seem pained by this?”

“That’s not…!” Argrave began, but trailed off when he realized he had no strong rebuttal. Sophia had shown no overt pain from having her soul ripped apart so. Still, he couldn’t help but feel that the idea was wrong—monstrous, even. It was pulling apart the fabric of a human being without their knowledge.

“I would say more, but the argument would be pointless,” the Alchemist dismissed. “We cannot do what the Heralds did. I never saw it, nor have I any idea how to imitate the power that they possess. Thus, we must find another method of harnessing her power of creation.”

“I understand why we have to explore this unknown. Hell, it’s the entire purpose of this project,” Argrave said, stepping forth. “But how will Sophia factor in?”

“When Gerechtigkeit descends, we have a brief window of opportunity to discover where he came from. Once we have that information, how will we get there?”

“I don’t know.”

“That question was rhetorical. I know you don’t know, that’s why I’m going to tell you,” the Alchemist said, annoyed at having been interrupted. “Sophia’s creation can surpass everything. It is quite literally beyond dimensionality. She and all of those people, yourself included, existed in a pocket dimension where time itself functioned differently. Its denizens mirrored themselves in the real world. That sort of power is the only thing we have comparable to what Gerechtigkeit can do.”

The Alchemist walked away, where he picked up a notebook and looked it over. “The situation may change when Gerechtigkeit himself descends. I cannot predict how drastically different things will be from other cycles, nor how Sophia will actually play her role. But my working theory is this; once we know where Gerechtigkeit is, to actually chase and destroy him, Sophia must create a person where he is, that they might destroy him.” He set the notebook down. “In practical terms, Sophia would recreate your flesh and soul in the location Gerechtigkeit’s true body lies.”

Anneliese looked endlessly fascinated, but Argrave nodded. “So, atomic teleportation, that sort of thing? Deconstruct me in one place, transfer me, then reconstruct me where I need to be?”

“Precisely so.” The Alchemist stepped away. “There are two ways I’ve thought of doing this. The first would be relying upon Hause. She could unlock Sophia’s dormant potential, allowing her full access to the latent power of creation. I’m sure I needn’t say how devastating that could be in the hands of a seven-year-old girl. She could quite literally transform anyone she sees into something else. A man she dislikes could become a fly. She could change the entire world with an errant thought. Her sleeping dreams could become a reality if she cannot check herself adequately.”

Anneliese looked at Argrave and said confidently, “That seems unideal. Then the other method would be, naturally—”

“Training, yes,” the Alchemist interrupted. “Argrave was able to teach Sophia the basics of controlling her power through dumb luck and close scrutiny. He only did it to free her from the snare the Heralds had set, but it was proof of concept that she has greater control over this power than she’s presently utilizing. This method still carries with it some risk, but markedly less.”

Argrave pointed at him. “So, you were just being an ass when you said Sophia might need to die.”

“Not necessarily,” the Alchemist shook his head. “In all likelihood, she is the anchor that recreates Gerechtigkeit. So long as she can rebirth him, he may never truly die.”

“But if she masters that power, does that have to be so?” Anneliese asked hopefully.

The Alchemist looked between the two of them and then turned his back. “Until we learn more, the last steps of this project are mere conjecture. But I do know this; she must learn. Anneliese—your [Truesight] gives you an innate advantage in this, but I suggest you work with Argrave. You should guide her toward this power. I will be honest. It’ll be immensely dangerous. If she grasps her power, she may spontaneously transform the world around you, if not you yourself, into whatever her imagination conjures.”

“And what’s our end goal?” Argrave asked, feeling a brewing nervousness.

The Alchemist looked back. “I don’t know. I’ve never known. Yet still I walk.”

***

Argrave and Anneliese took the information from the Alchemist gladly, yet heavily. They were glad that they wouldn’t need to harm Sophia to bring their dreams to fruition. They were trepidatious about the immense unknown that teaching the young princess about her power would bring. This came alongside another duty just as monumentally difficult, so for now, they merely took Sophia back to her daily life until they could come up with a plan to teach her. Other tasks awaited them.

Day by day, the makeshift docks in the northern portion of Vasquer became something more permanent as the scale of the invasion increased. The Imperial Navy had surrendered, and most of their ships had been captured, giving them a sizable fleet and too many prisoners to easily deal with. With the Sea Dragon, the giant flagship capable of housing tens of thousands of troops, under their thumb, it was more than possible to transport the whole of Argrave’s army overseas. It was a dangerous, yet unavoidable proposition. Ji Meng had made the journey. It was possible.

The turtle ships of the Great Chu were fine enough vessels, and Anneliese had the same idea as Argrave once the ballistae crafted by Dario started to make their way north. They stripped out the liquid fire throwers, clearing up a large amount of room below deck. It provided ample space to fit the ballistae. It was no different from having cannons on the side of the ship. Cannons, as Argrave understood things, had changed the shape of naval warfare utterly. Magic might be considered the same thing, yet this brought the power of magic to the common man. Hundreds of ships, armed with projectiles that could shatter magic wards. It was a wondrous thing. For now, Argrave had people charging their cores day by day.

The Veidimen continued to prepare for their part in things. Argrave and Anneliese had sent Patriarch Dras for a conversation with Ji Meng to weasel out his intentions and get him caught up to speed for further conversation. His presence would be incredibly important for handling the Great Chu. It was also the largest internal threat that they had. A conqueror, schemer, and all-around bastard… but also a respected emperor that had stood at the head of an empire consisting of perhaps a hundred million people.

If harnessed properly, Emperor Ji Meng could make or break the invasion of the Great Chu. Their people would never peacefully accept invaders, especially not when they outnumbered Argrave’s forces nearly ten to one. It would take long and bloody warfare if they didn’t have someone well-respected to control; the reins to the horse, metaphorically.

No one was more adored and simultaneously feared than Ji Meng. The only question that stood was how to tame him. Anneliese speculated that he would never surrender the throne of his empire to anyone, nor would he forget the defeat at Argrave’s hand. That made him one of the worst allies imaginable.

But someone who was predictably treacherous might be just as easy to use as someone who was steadfast. That same principle guided their dealings with Sataistador. Hopefully, never shall the two meet…

Argrave opened the sliding doors leading into Emperor Ji Meng’s quarters. The emperor laid in his bed, reading a book. His head turned to them when they entered, and he sat up and kneeled formally.

“I thought I might see you soon,” Emperor Ji Meng greeted, bowing his head without any sign of discomfort. He was the sort of man to endure any humiliation if it meant rising up to where he once was.

“Then we can cut right to it,” Argrave said.

He and Anneliese entered, then shut the doors behind them.  This was a negotiation for the fate of the Great Chu. Ji Meng needed Argrave as much as Argrave needed him. Both sides seemed to know this as they took their place at the negotiation table.


Chapter 4

“You’re a rather difficult man to hold something over.” Argrave sat cross-legged before Ji Meng, Anneliese in a similar position just beside him.

“You can certainly hold your victory over my head.”

Ji Meng drank his tea with crushed Ebonice fragments inside of it. He’d been forced to ingest that for a long while. Even once he stopped, it would take a little while before his magic would begin to return. If they kept going, perhaps it might become a permanent thing. Perhaps he’d earn an Ebonice kidney stone. As it stood, all it was doing was preventing his recovery. If they embedded a shard of the stuff in his flesh as they did with Georgina, it would be ineffective—he could cast spells at A rank or higher without trouble. By ingesting, it dissipated any magic he’d gather ambiently.

“You have children—hundreds. I don’t think you especially value any of them, so it would be impossible to guarantee your cooperation that way.” Argrave tapped his fingers against his knee.

“I disagree. I love my family… but regardless, cooperation regarding what?” Ji Meng acted ignorant. He hadn’t been told the full plan outright, but he had been told enough to know what Argrave intended.

“Claiming your throne, and then ruling on your behalf, for a relatively peaceful conquest.”

“I see. That.” Ji Meng ran his fingers along his wispy beard. “I do love my children, despite your claims. Honestly,” he insisted. “But… if you decided to put one of them on the throne, none of the Great Chu would respect them. Some of them take after me—they’re intelligent, resourceful. But reputation is far more important than intelligence for you, as you need to use your puppet emperor to pacify the nation. Intelligence might harm your schemes more than anything.” Ji Meng sipped once more.

“I’m glad you understand. The simple fact is, I can’t gain any substantial ground in the Great Chu without your assistance. You can’t return to the Great Chu without mine.”

Ji Meng set his drink down and stared at Argrave. “So it seems.”

Neither party said anything, thinking and observing without any commitment. Argrave had been through a hellish journey to come here. There were more than a few times he thought he wouldn’t make it. Ji Meng’s journey was no less harsh, and he was Argrave’s senior by a large amount. Argrave had the upper hand currently, but even the smallest of misplays, and the war against the Qircassian Coalition could become one of the bloodiest imaginable.

“Do you have any suggestions?” Anneliese asked boldly.

Ji Meng looked surprised by the question. If it was not a ‘no,’ his answer would reveal a lot. He smiled and said, “Would it be too much to ask for trust?”

Both Argrave and Anneliese nodded.

“Very well. This tea, then.” Ji Meng pushed the cup. “It wouldn’t be especially conspicuous if I kept drinking it. Let that be a show of my surrender.”

Argrave nodded. “That’s certainly a start.”

Ji Meng ran his fingers along the rim of the cup. “My men, my spellcasters… keep them here, in Berendar, in your prisons.”

“It would harm your legitimacy too much if your men did not return with you,” Anneliese shook her head. “We will keep the spellcasters. But your honor guard—those still alive, at the least—will accompany you.”

“Without divine armaments,” Argrave added. “Instead, we’ll give them blades of Vasquer.”

“And how many men would that be?” Ji Meng asked, keeping his tone neutral.

“About thirty survived. Twenty-five aren’t…” Argrave trailed off, hesitant to use the word disabled. “Twenty-five are combat ready.”

“Mmm. More than halved,” Ji Meng lamented, spinning his cup. “How will you present yourself?”

“Simple,” Argrave said. “I’m your new right hand, commander of all your armies and navies. I’m handling your protection, speaking on your behalf, handling the administration… after all, you’ve learned about the dangerous threat of the Qircassian Coalition and have enlisted my aid to put it down. I’m going to try and avoid having you appear in public, but when I prod you, you’ll need to say what needs to be said. Is this something you can do?”

Emperor Ji Meng laughed. “I came here bearing the crescent moon, and you fought me bearing the sun. We have a name in my homeland, and I think it will suit you well.” He grabbed his cup and raised it into the air. “A toast to you, Grand Commandant Sun.”

Argrave tried not to get swept up in the emperor’s nicety. The way he carried himself, the way he acted, was all rather endearing. He was truly a fantastic leader. That made him all the more dangerous under Argrave’s thumb. This alliance was necessary, but he wasn’t totally certain how long it would last before Ji Meng acted out.

“I’m glad we understand each other.” Argrave rose to his feet. “We’ll be leaving within the week.”

“Best hope the gods favor your winds,” Ji Meng looked up at Argrave. “The bureaucracy in the Great Chu… it can be somewhat overwhelming for someone when they’re first introduced. It was certainly the largest learning curve for me when I became emperor. I can help you out, Grand Commandant Sun. The importance or unimportance of a position, the function of an office, the structure of our military, or the great houses and governors of the provinces… it can be enough to bury a man alive without another by his side to dig him out.”

Argrave studied him. “You might give good advice. But let’s not forget that’s what happened to you.” He pointed down at him. “You were buried by your own court. I’m the one digging you out, now. You can live a long time, happy and well-fed, if you show the proper appreciation. I promise you that much, Ji Meng.”

Ji Meng smiled, watching as Argrave turned and left.

***

“What did you think?” Argrave asked Anneliese. They had already returned to Blackgard, where their next task awaited. Their travels would take them back northward sooner rather than later, though.

“We will have our hands full,” Anneliese said slowly and simply.

“You make it sound like we’ve adopted yet another child,” Argrave mused. “The man’s fully grown, and set in his ways. That, at least, means we know what to expect. We just have to watch him as carefully as if he is a child. Not for his safety—ours.”

Anneliese nodded and walked in step with Argrave, but after a long moment of quiet contemplation she turned her head. “Do you believe adults can change as children do?”

Her question made him contemplate in turn. “They call those changes midlife crises, I think.” Argrave laughed at his own joke.

“We’re here. Be serious,” Anneliese said, sternly yet kindly.

Argrave and Anneliese opened the door to Elenore’s office. Sitting across from her was an old woman who wore a poorly-sewn scarf. It looked like a child had made it—and given the appearance of the old woman, that seemed likely. But she was no old woman. She was Lira, goddess of connections, and Elenore’s patron.

The old-looking goddess looked back. “Your family has arrived, Elenore.”

“Indeed we have,” Argrave nodded. “I’m very happy you’re meeting with us, Lira.”

“What reason would I have to refuse?” she pointed out. “Even if I had some reasons, I might still come. All I’ve heard says that you two are kind souls. The more one has of those in their life, the more the world blooms around them. I’m certain Elenore would agree—right, sweet?”

Elenore nodded. “Yes. But we should get to the serious topics.”

Lira tilted her head in concession. “Aye, I suppose that’s the best way to go about things. Work before play and your heart will stay gay.”

Argrave felt juvenile tendencies long buried threatening to surface after hearing her last word, but fortunately for everyone Anneliese spoke first. “Has Elenore mentioned what we intend to ask of you?”

“She’s mentioned that it’s a proposal soon to go to the other gods, but not much more beyond that,” Lira said, looking between them. “But I suppose there must be a reason that you speak to me first.”

“Just so,” Argrave nodded. “The fact is, your power will be invaluable.”

“And Elenore cannot use it?” Lira looked to her champion. “I gave her blessings that she doesn’t even use. She has yet to create a single connected doorway.”

Elenore crossed her arms. “Every time I use your power, it drains my will. Given my position, I have to use my mind for other purposes. It would necessitate a great deal of my mental power to sustain that doorway if Argrave and all his companions so brazenly walk through it. But… that power is precisely why we’ve called you here.”

“I am listening,” Lira looked at Elenore patiently.

“We’ve decided to war against the Qircassian Coalition. Having a way to quickly travel between continents—”

“My power is meant to be use to facilitate harmony, interconnection. I rarely involve myself in wars. I am an old woman who relies on the kindness of the people I’ve met throughout my life to keep me alive,” Lira said sternly. “And you intend to use my power to wage war? To bring an army across continents?”

Argrave stepped behind Elenore’s desk to stand beside her. “We wouldn’t be asking this of you if we didn’t believe it wholly necessary. The Qircassian Coalition is working with Erlebnis to barrage this area with foul magic. No doubt you’ve felt it.”

“It’s true. I saw those ships, saw that god you brought before us. You’re not the aggressors in this war, but that can change as quickly as the tides.” The old woman kneaded her wrinkled hands. “Tell me your desire.”

“We’d like you to create a doorway between a great ship called the Sea Dragon, and this continent. Is that something you can do?”

“It is,” confirmed Lira without hesitation. “As could Raccomen. What do you intend to do with this doorway?”

Anneliese walked to join Argrave and Elenore behind the desk. “It’s going to be incredibly difficult to break the coast of southern Great Chu. Once we do, it would be best if we never make the journey again. We’d like to use the Sea Dragon—”

“As a point of transfer for your armies.” Lira shook her head. “It’s precisely as I told you. The others may be thirsty for gain, but I am not. I hunger for harmony. I hope we can set aside all of our ambition and focus on the one thing that is truly an enemy—Gerechtigkeit. This siege isn’t too harmful.”

Argrave walked forward and sat on the edge of the desk. “That’s just it. The true enemy. The reason why we speak to you separately, Lira, is because that remains your focus. Erlebnis, Qircassia—the two of them together are responsible for more destruction than most other gods alive. We can end that. We have the opportunity to become the foremost power in this divine race. And once we are, we can finally establish true peace between divinity.”

“It’s one thing to fight the coalition… but suggesting to slay both Erlebnis and Qircassia? Young man…”

Argrave looked at Anneliese, and she gave him a nod. He looked back. “Can I trust your secrecy?”

Lira hesitated, then said beneath her breath, “To an extent. I will not harm my allies.”

“We’re all bound by the White Planes to defend one another,” Argrave pointed out. “But can I trust you?”

“Betraying confidences ruins friendships. I never do it,” Lira said, confirming Argrave’s memory of her.

“Sataistador will be fighting with us,” Argrave said plainly. “He will help us kill both ancient gods.”

Lira stood up. “With us, or merely near us? Are you mad?! That lunatic has no regard for alliances, no regard for anything. Nothing is sacred in his eyes, least of all himself!”

“We’ve been communicating for a long while,” Argrave explained. “He’ll fight with us. With that knowledge… how will you proceed?”

“I’m rather tempted to proceed right out that door, young man.” Lira shook her head. “I ask again: are you mad?”

“I never suggested he was a steadfast ally. We’re using him as much as he’s using us, but I know for certain that he’ll help us because he already has been. Knowing this new variable, will you help us? And beyond that, will you help bring the rest of the Blackgard Union around?”

Lira looked between Argrave, Anneliese, and Elenore, then sighed deeply. “I’m afraid I can’t, in good faith, agree at present. I’m even less inclined now that I know Sataistador is to join the chaos. I will keep this information to myself, but I suggest that you inform the Blackgard Union with due haste. Sataistador is an ill omen to any alliance. He worms his way into them, tears them apart from the inside, and then reaps all the rewards when dissent breaks out.”

Argrave clenched his jaw, somewhat bitter. He’d thought Lira might be the easiest to bring around, but even she was resistant to the idea. “I appreciate your consideration, Lira. I intend to bring this matter before everyone of the union tomorrow. It’s my hope you’ll see things my way.”

“I’ll be leaving, now.” Lira caressed her forehead, then walked slowly to the door. She stopped and turned back. “If… if you do truly intend to persuade us… I suggest you hold this meeting in Law’s Court.”

Argrave raised his brows. “Law’s divine realm?”

“Yes. Only in Law’s Court do I think you have any chance of bringing the other gods along with you in this plan. Sataistador’s stigma is too large for them to bear, and the fact you’ve kept this detail from us will be a huge barrier for acceptance. If you want to maintain any goodwill, I advise you have this conversation in Law’s Court, where you will be judged.”

Argrave thought, then gave a steady nod. “Thank you, Lira. I hope you reconsider.”

“I hope you do, too,” she said, then walked out the door.

Silence consumed the room as all three of them silently groaned.

“Not a promising start,” commented Elenore.

“Not at all,” agreed Argrave, biting his thumb’s nail in deep thought.

Law’s Court. Argrave had hoped never to go there. Was it truly necessary?


Chapter 5

Many divine realms or places like the Shadowlands had specific rules to them. The realm that was host to the elven gods of the Bloodwoods ensured that all inside its boundaries had bounteous life springing from within them that would heal all of their wounds. Almazora’s realm gave all within it magic without limit. There were exceptions like Erlebnis’ realm, but most did have such quirks. Law’s Court was not one of the exceptions. As a matter of fact, it was one of the most noted examples.

“How would Law’s Court change the perspective of the gods?” Anneliese’s curiosity interrupted Argrave’s deep thoughts as he weighed the pros and cons.

Argrave walked to the window of Elenore’s office, watching the busy docks of Blackgard. “You saw me place the Domain of Order over the whole of this city. It ensures a level of cooperation and peace that few other cities can compare to. To be frank, it’s the only reason why we’ve been able to welcome refugees of such disparate cultures without massive unrest. It creates a uniform, unbiased authority. And best yet, the Domain of Order is only as strong as the people want it to be. If they hated the laws I’ve imposed, it would shatter. But they don’t, so it’s as strong as it’s ever been.” He looked back to Elenore and Anneliese. “What does that tell you about Law?”

“It’s a rather neutral power. I believe you’ve stated as much in the past.” Anneliese leaned against Elenore’s desk and crossed her arms.

“And that’s somewhat how his divine realm is used. In Law’s Court, different parties can enter into an agreement. While is his court, they will be bound by this agreement absolutely, compelled by his power to hold up their end of the arrangement. Whether god or mortal—even if it’s Law himself—they must obey.” Argrave turned around and stared intently to stress the importance of this fact.

He walked around the room as he continued to explain. “It’s the ideal place for many, many disputes to resolve themselves. Most often, it’s used for trials in massive organizations. If you promise to be fair, Law will compel you to be fair; if you promise not to deceive, the same. If you say that you won’t leave until a matter is settled, you will be bound to that plane until you fulfill that vow or cease to be.”

Elenore sighed and planted her arm on the desk. “A nightmarish place for someone like you, Argrave.”

He laughed through his nose. “No kidding.”

“How do you compel fairness? That’s rather subjective,” Anneliese said, contemplating.

“There are third parties one can rely on—and if none are suitable, Law’s Court provides. Do you remember those knights we saw descend on the northern beaches? White-gold armor, rather featureless and resplendent?”

Elenore hadn’t seen them, but Anneliese remembered and at once said, “The Justiciars.”

“They fit their title, yes. Three or more Justiciars could preside over a trial, depending on how many parties are putting forth opposing ideas—one for each perspective represented, and one to remain neutral and observe facts impartially.” Argrave gathered his thoughts as he ran his hand across his face, then continued, “I’ll admit, they’re well-suited for handling these things. They have millennia of experience. To that end, most rely upon Law’s Justiciars. It’s much easier than getting someone intimately acquainted with the situation and trusted by all parties.”

“It does present some dangers,” Anneliese agreed, amber eyes rolling about as she thought hard. “Like Elenore said… a nightmare for you, Argrave. They could compel you to be honest. Even I have some trouble doing that.”

Elenore nodded and stared up at Anneliese. “He couldn’t even omit facts. Poor thing. Imagine how the stress would get to him…”

“Look who’s talking. You’ve got so many schemes going your brain would probably melt.” Argrave shot at Elenore in good-nature, and the three of them shared a moment of amusement. “But you’re not wrong. If we leak Sandelabara, or worse yet, Sophia, all of our efforts to do this subtly will turn to dust. That’s why I’m wondering if there’s not another way.”

“We can set the rules of engagement, can’t we?” Elenore asked.

Argrave nodded. “Yeah. But the thing I’m worried about—"

“If we set rules that are too stringent, we risk giving something away, or worse yet, inspiring further distrust,” Anneliese interrupted as she grasped what Argrave was thinking.

Elenore thought long and hard, then looked at Argrave. “Could we win without the other gods?”

“Yes?” Argrave said, somewhat unsure. “We could call in favors from the Bloodwoods and get the elven gods on board. We bring those from the Blackgard Union I know would be willing, and we just might win—assuming Sataistador and Emperor Ji Meng are kept firmly in line, which promises to be a lot to ask. But that’s the thing—from the beginning, we’ve wanted this to be a lot more than scraping by.”

“Mmm. We need a decisive victory if we’re to become the leaders of the bold new world that lacks the Qircassian Coalition and Erlebnis…” Elenore scratched at her forehead. “Well, things are simple, aren’t they? We need to establish firm boundaries while not appearing to obfuscate anything.”

Argrave raised his brows in surprise. “You really think it’s worth it to go?”

Elenore nodded. “At worst, we can leave if they ask a hard question. It would severely damage relations, but I think that it’s something we can mend given time. The worst they can call us is an ambitious and ruthless conqueror hoping to defeat two ancient gods.”

“They may push to make it so we cannot leave before giving the information they desire,” Anneliese argued. “I certainly would, in their shoes. I understand why we act as we do, but I cannot deny it would unease me if, say, Raccomen intended to invade someone with someone very untrustworthy, yet would not disclose the details. Am I alone in this?”

Argrave looked at her. “Good point. Almost like you’re an empath or something.”

“So… will we go?” Elenore questioned.

“Want to consult the others, but I’m leaning toward it. I think they will, too.”

“Who will you bring?” Anneliese asked. “For something like this… smaller may be better. Fewer people means fewer points of weakness for the gods to prod.”

Argrave pondered that. “I’m not sure. Melanie always seems to do something that works out in our favor, and she’s proven able to tell gods to eat dirt. You and Elenore are probably the most persuasive people, though.”

“Most persuasive perhaps after you,” Elenore shook her head. “Why not go alone? It would send a powerful message. And I am in your head, always.”

“But I like going with Anneliese,” Argrave narrowed his eyes.

“Would you like to die together, fighting Gerechtigkeit?” his queen reminded him practically. “Forgive me, but I wouldn’t.”

The more that Argrave considered it, the more sense it seemed to make. As the last bit of resistance drained from his body, he sighed as a new burden settled upon his shoulders. “Alone, huh? What’s it they say… only a fool represents himself, or something to the effect? Well, fine. If you two are comfortable placing the fate of the world with me, I can only humbly bow and jump to the snap of the whip,” he flourished his hands.

“Just go consult the others,” Elenore huffed.

***

Argrave stood alone in Merovin, the domain that Raccomen had claimed per their arrangement. It was a towering gateway constructed from the flesh of one of the god’s Architects. Argrave had been present when the creature quite literally tore itself apart to build this gateway, signing its name in blood upon the top. Thereafter, this land inherited his name, the great gothic gateway in the center of this vast steppe bearing ‘Merovin’ in bloody red.

He had consulted with the rest of his confidants, and most of them were in agreement that this was the ideal path forward for their goal. Argrave was frankly shocked how many of them enthusiastically agreed with the notion that he should go alone. He expected that sort of unilateral support from Orion, but nearly everyone expressed the same sentiment. If not for that, he probably would have brought Anneliese.

Word had been delivered to all of the other gods in the coalition using Lira’s exceptional ability of communication. She seemed pleased that Argrave had taken her up on the advice. Now, one of Raccomen’s servants would come to escort him through the realm of the god of space. Law’s Court was not too far of a journey, he was told.

As Argrave watched, one of the gargantuan lizardmen that he’d seen before as Raccomen’s delegate emerged from the gateway. The divine servant took quick, heavy steps toward Argrave, and inclined his shark-like head in a polite bow once he came near.

“I have come to bring you and your party, Argrave. Am I to wait for others?” His voice, as with the last, came from nowhere at all. It simply manifested in Argrave’s head.

“It’s me alone,” Argrave gestured. “Lead on.”

The lizardman looked at him closely in what might’ve passed as surprise, then gave a word of affirmation and led him onward. Argrave felt his stomach whirl as nervousness brewed. He never felt nervous giving speeches in front of others—instead, he felt most nervous in the time before the speech. And now, that had come in full force.

When Argrave passed beneath the large stone gateway, he felt a strangely pleasant sensation as the force of gravity left him. Then, he was afloat in an infinite nothingness, his only companion the lizardman and distant, twinkling stars. Instinct told him to hold his breath, but he found the air still functioned here.

“See you the golden star?” The lizardman pointed. “That is the gateway to Law’s Court.”

Argrave looked at him. “Are we to use spirits? That’s…”

“Of course not,” the lizardman shook his head. “Simply move there. I shall demonstrate.”

The lizardman oriented his body, and then was gone. Argrave looked at the distant star, but saw nothing. Move there? How?

Despite his confusion, the moment Argrave tried to move, he did. The vastness of space compressed down into nothing more than a single step, and Argrave felt a wave of nausea assail him. He was complete certain he had travelled millions of miles in a second. Another gateway much the same as the one he’d come from stood before him. Beyond it, a world of gold awaited. Argrave drifted into this gateway, then felt the ordinary weight of the world return. His feet again met solid ground. He looked up and around, taking in this new divine realm.

Law’s Court was a giant, complex building, that had neither entrance nor exit. There was order to it—structure. If someone paid attention, they could find their way around this place without any trouble. That didn’t change the fact it was the single largest building Argrave had ever been in. It was stately, dignified, and the stone was all a rich gold that soothed any who looked. Written upon the walls, the floors, the ceilings, was a code.

This entire building was built of Law’s Code. It served to restrain him in this realm, that he might never act against any who enter this plane without sufficient and codified reason. He was rather unlike most deities in that outside his realm, he was unrestrained, while within, he was bound tighter than any other. He was impartiality, neutrality.

He was Law.

Argrave could see the lizardman that came with him no longer, but soon felt pounding footsteps. Eight gargantuan suits of armor without occupants aside from a glowing gold inside walked through the halls of Law’s Court. They bore swords that had their hilts fashioned in the image of a scale. Their mere presence was intimidating, but Argrave stood firm as they surrounded him.

“King Argrave of Vasquer. You have been requested to participate in a trial,” an even voice called out from all of them at once. “If you desire, we shall escort you to the requester.”

It seemed that the gods of the Blackgard Union had wasted no time in establishing the meaning of this visit. Argrave raised his hand and pointed down the hall. “Let’s go.”


Chapter 6

Despite the fact that Argrave was allegedly ‘on trial,’ when he entered the room where the gods of the Blackgard Union waited the only judgment that he received was curiosity. Only Lira knew the truth of what was going to be said here today—and even then, she only knew some of it. Argrave and Elenore had discussed how they might control the situation to come out ahead, and they had a relatively solid plan of attack.

As this was not a true dispute but an earnest disclosure between people who were allied, this room was not so grand and threatening. It looked more like a staged intervention, with many gods sitting in a half-circle of golden thrones ready to confront him about his pathological lying addiction. There was a seat ready for Argrave. The justiciars that had escorted Argrave panned out, coming to kneel beside each god present.

Argrave made to take a seat in his own throne, and as he did so, Almazora criticized, “I do hope that there was a good reason to bring us to this place. Even gods do not call meetings to Law’s Court so fickly. The White Planes might’ve been a better choice had you something more to ask of us.” She took her large braid of galactic-flavor hair and set it across her lap.

“If this is about the Qircassian Coalition, I’d advise you to stop worrying.” The god of deception and subterfuge, Rook, laid across his throne sideways. He appeared the image of the cocky rogue, dressed in all black with his legs rested on one armrest. “Rather, the situation is a good one. It shows that they’re unwilling to commit to fighting us. Unless you have new information, we should simply ride out their barrage of attacks.”

Argrave sat down in his throne, searching for words. As he did, one of the justiciars kneeled beside his throne. It would be assigned to him during the duration of this trial, to parse through his soul for truth.

“I suggested Argrave call this meeting,” Lira said, looking at everyone.

As everyone seemed to grow considerably more serious, a final justiciar took his seat in the last empty chair in this half-circle. It sat in the middle of them all. Its helmet swiveled about as it looked at everyone—the burgundy-wearing Raccomen, the tribal tattooed Stout Heart Swan, the young boy Yinther, and the namesake of Veiden, Veid all present yet silent.

“All are present, save Hause,” the Justiciar declared.

“Hause doesn’t need to come. She’s already informed,” Argrave said, settling back into the warm, if stiff, throne. “Seeing as I’m the one to call for this meeting, I’d like to propose the structure of this trial. Does that suit everyone?”

Moments of silence passed without anyone raising any objection.

“Very well.” Argrave nodded, tapping his knuckles against the throne’s armrest. “I propose something thorough, yet casual enough to be called informal. First, we’ll have a hearing. I’ll state my perspective plainly. Second, we’ll have an interrogation. Third, I’d like for you to make your choice regarding my proposal. Let’s call that my sentencing.”

“That sounds just,” agreed the justiciar representing Law. “Have you conditions?”

“I do,” Argrave nodded. “I will be truthful, and omit nothing about the situation. All I ask it that you let me retain the right to refuse to answer any questions that might come back to harm my kingdom or my family.”

“That’s rather abstract,” objected Rook, still lounging on his throne. Argrave felt seen through already—they’d intended for it to be abstract. “We need to define ‘harm.’”

Others nodded in agreement. Argrave considered that for a moment, then clarified, “Anything that might trigger someone else to wish, or actually try to commit, acts of aggression against my kingdom or family.”

Though limited in scope, it did allow Argrave to withhold everything he thought needed withholding. Perhaps he’d be proven wrong, but he felt it was sufficiently broad yet understandable.

“That doesn’t cut it for me,” Rook shook his head. “Anything in the whole world could harm you if the threshold is wishing or committing acts of aggression. Some people want to kill you because you’re not dead.”

Argrave stared at Rook for only a second or two before saying, “Considering we’re bound to defend one another by defensive pact, and have no reason to be at odds, I’ll say this. It should be obvious to all of you by what I refuse to answer whether I am being deceptive. We’re allies, aren’t we? I did this, per Lira’s suggestion, to show my earnestness in this proposal.”

Rook took a deep and discontent sigh, looking between everyone. Lira looked to have something to say, but no one else made any issue with this idea until Veid broke her silence. “You should explain to us why you refuse to answer when you do.”

Argrave deliberated, feeling every second might make them think that he was being dishonest. In time, he nodded. “Can do.”

“I believe that all of you are being too soft, not knowing the nature of this conversation,” Lira interjected. “There should be another condition. If we do not like what we hear, you must return with us to the White Planes to renegotiate the terms of our Blackgard Union.”

The other gods looked at her. Law’s representative spoke up, informing, “My court is not the White Planes. I could not enforce that promise.”

“But he has to agree to it, doesn’t he?” Lira looked at Argrave. “He can’t be bound to this trial if he doesn’t agree to that as the premise. You won’t allow him to be bound if it’s not a promise he’s presently willing to fulfill. He has to be willing to agree.”

Argrave’s head swirled. Perhaps speaking to Lira first had been Argrave’s biggest mistake. But then, it was the only reason they’d been brought here. He didn’t doubt Lira only did this out of genuine concern for the validity of their alliance, yet this was still a stinging blow.

Raccomen leaned in, staring at Lira. “Our exchange with Argrave has been a wonderful one. We have new faithful, and come next cycle, we may manifest in Berendar again with a populace ready and willing to receive us. Is this disclosure so dire that the union itself must be questioned?”

“Yes,” Lira nodded intently. “Very much so.”

As some discussion persisted among those present, Argrave called upon the connection in his head and asked Elenore, “How well do you think we’d fare without Almazora?”

“What?!” Elenore’s reply was sharp. “Terribly. Absolutely terribly. The barrage from that sky tower, as Sataistador called it, would get through immediately. The only places protected would be the major cities… and that’s ‘maybe protected’ at best. Why?”

“They want me to agree to reopen the deal regarding the Blackgard Union,” Argrave explained succinctly.

“Can they even…?” Elenore began, but then frantically said, “If that’s something that can genuinely happen, I think you should leave, now. We should approach each of the gods of the union individually. They may be angry and distrustful at your sudden flight, but losing the union after we’ve built so much of our plans around it… well, frankly, it would be a disaster.”

“We’d keep our blessings. They can’t revoke those,” Argrave reminded her.

“Is that even a consideration?” Elenore did not say anything, but Argrave was certain he heard a frustrated sigh across space and time. “I think the risk far outweighs the potential gain. We should simply rely on the gods that we can rely on, and do nothing more.”

Argrave looked at each of the gods in turn, not responding to Elenore. He knew all of these here quite well. But how confident was he in his ability to, quite frankly, bullshit his way through a conversation? The longer that Argrave stared, the worse the idea in his head got. He felt a chill run through his body as he finally came upon what he was going to do.

With a twisting gut, Argrave raised his hand to draw everyone’s attention. “I can agree to that, provided we tweak it slightly.”

“How?” Stout Heart Swan, silent until now, finally spoke up. She eyed with curiosity—perhaps she’d gleaned some of his intent just from his body language.

“Lira was speaking quite confidently about how what I’m going to disclose is so bad that you’ll all want to rush to the White Planes to get away from my stench. I’ll have you know I smell quite good.” Argrave tapped his chest. “Matter of fact, I think that it’s rather the contrary. I’ve been dealt—no, that’s not fair. I dealt myself a winning hand. If you want to eat from this winning hand of mind, you should have to pay up.”

“What?” Lira leaned in, eyes wide.

“Let me reserve the right to take all of you to the White Planes again to renegotiate our deal.” Argrave held his arms out, waving toward all of them. “That’s only fair, isn’t it?”

Rook laughed, then stopped resting his legs on the armrest. He sat on the edge of the throne and said, “That’s a very nice bluff.”

“A bluff?” Argrave repeated, looking around. “With Law as my witness, I mean it.”

“Nah. You just want us to drop the issue,” Rook insisted, staring forth with his dark eyes. “Crafty, but I hope all of those with me see through it. Lira’s got a point.”

“You don’t get me at all. If you can’t hold me to the same esteem as the rest of you, how can we call this an equal union?” Argrave looked around. “Like I said… I’ve got a winning hand. If you disagree with that, you’re going to need to bring something to gamble with.”

Silence swept into the room. Elenore’s voice pierced Argrave’s head, asking, “Are you wrapping things up, or doing something stupid?”

Argrave didn’t respond, gazing at the gods intently. 

Rook leaned back in his golden throne. “He’s bluffing. We should agree.”

“I agree,” Lira added her two cents.

“I simply want to know what he’ll say, so I’m forced to agree,” Yinther added, seeming out of place as a child amidst gods despite being a god himself.

“This agreement is unenforceable by my court. Nevertheless, I see no harm in agreeing,” Law’s Justiciar representative weighed in.

With Law’s consent, the rest of the others were not long to agree. Argrave leaned back in his throne.

“I’m not doing anything stupid,” Argrave told Elenore, now that he had a moment of rest. “I might’ve already done it.”

He could veritably feel Elenore’s frustration through their bond, but no further words came.

“Very well—all participants in this trial must agree to renegotiate the terms of the Blackgard Union, should any party request it,” the trial’s Justiciar said. “To ensure equity, there are specifics we should go over… but after these, the trial will begin.”

Argrave wasn’t much for gambling. That said, he was betting a lot—perhaps the fate of his kingdom and all those apart of it—on his ability to bullshit. Gambling with the gods… stories like that usually had two endings. They either lost and were punished by vindictive gods, or they won and jealous gods punished them. Either way, the reader was supposed to learn something. Fortunately for Argrave, this wasn’t a story.

As Argrave leaned back with a smile, a thought surfaced. You know, maybe this is why I should have brought Anneliese along…


Chapter 7

What did it take for a mortal to sit on an even level with the gods themselves? Rook thought that was plainly on display here, today. Argrave had proven his worth long ago. There was not some divine characteristic separating man from god—at least not in his experience, during his ascension to this so-called exalted position. Gods were as vulnerable to mortal failings as they were before. Indeed, with their sphere of influence deciding their desires, it might be said that mortal failings were more present. Oftentimes, Rook lied without reason for terrible consequence. Not even ten thousand years of introspection had cured him of that affliction.

What made a god was all merely a matter of character and power displayed during the cycle of judgment. Argrave wielded both in abundance here at this trial.

After the terms of equity for the trial were established, Argrave did not hesitate in accepting the shackles of law that bound him to the trial. The terms weren’t overly punishing—this trial was about delivering the truth, and nothing but.

“I’m going to get right out with it—rip the bandage away, so to speak.” Argrave looked at each god in turn, and Rook found himself eagerly awaiting what would be said. “I’ve been working with Sataistador, and now, we’re going to invade the Great Chu to destroy both Erlebnis and the Qircassian Coalition.”

Law’s Court was no stranger to theatrics, but the silent drama after that declaration put most of them to shame. Rook had heard many tall tales—and been a part of some, himself—but he’d seldom heard an opening to a trial more ridiculous than that one. Many of the Blackgard Union looked at the golden shackles around Argrave’s wrist binding him to the dictates they’d established. They were looking to see if they were broken, somehow. That made Rook’s day. He was certain that this conversation was going to be quite the entertaining one.

Almazora and Stout Heart Swan, who’d had dealings with Sataistador, almost made to leave immediately. The dictates of the trial made sure that they could not interrupt Argrave during his initial telling of the tale, but that didn’t stop them from leaving. It was only Argrave’s insistent voice that made them stop their trot.

“It was Sataistador that leaked out to me that the Imperial Navy of the Great Chu was coming. We met in the White Planes. I’d intended for him to be a part of the Blackgard Union, but one of my own refused and humiliated him. From there, we brokered another deal. It was to meet up in the mortal realm, to have a personal conversation.”

Everyone looked to have the same questions—had Argrave made this deal in the White Planes? Was that why he was so confident about this going according to plan? But as they were all without the right to speak, Rook watched, chuckling as all others fumed in silence. The boyish Yinther looked liable to explode from curiosity. Only Veid looked like she had the same grasp on things as Argrave did.

“First, I will speak to practicality. All of you fear Sataistador—rightly so. I do too.” Argrave shifted in his throne, patting his chest to emphasize his heart with a sympathetic look donned on his face. He gave quite the performance—even Rook had his heart of stone moved slightly. “He’s a maniac who seems able to appear anywhere and everywhere, and the idea of him wreaking havoc through my territory gives me no small amount of stress. However, what I can be sure of is that he will most certainly try something if I cannot muster something to represent me in this war.

“As I’m sure that you all know, Emperor Ji Meng, ruler of the Great Chu, still lives. He’s in my custody, well at hand. The Great Chu has long resisted the machinations of all manner of gods. Their forces cannot be underestimated. The vast constructions they’ve built, the great magics that they’ve harnessed, are beyond any other mortal nation on this world. But the Qircassian Coalition, with the aid of Erlebnis, had managed to put their lock over the nation. Emperor Ji Meng is the key.” Argrave clenched his fist together boldly.

Rook tilted his head curiously. When, exactly, had all the gods put their eyes on this king? Sometimes it was hard to attract the attention of the gods, but from the beginning, they felt his resounding echoes. To loosen Fellhorn’s grasp over the Burnt Desert, to steal from him and give to the feeble elven gods of the Bloodwoods, to defeat the burgeoning alliance between Erlebnis and Qircassia in infancy… it was not the work of someone amateurish at this divine game of power. Was there merit to this plan? He listened closely as Argrave proceeded.

“If we, together, can get Ji Meng in place at the head of the Great Chu, we can defend against all comers—Sataistador, Qircassia, Erlebnis, it doesn’t matter. The Great Chu has done it before, as I’m sure you know. And with us at its back, your reach can extend beyond Vasquer. You can tap into the most fertile lands in all the world. And best yet, if we succeed, we may go further yet to grasp the whole world of divinity in our hands, if only for this one cycle. That is the practical.”

Argrave looked at all of them just as Rook did so. The plan sounded decent enough from Rook’s scrutiny. He was probably the one the argument appealed to most—just after him, Raccomen and Stout Heart Swan. But the huntress was too afraid of Sataistador to listen to practicality, and Raccomen did not like sharing spoils overmuch.

“Aside from the practical, there are other reasons. On a righteous level, I doubt anyone can deny the damage that Qircassia and Erlebnis have done together. I learned the truth about the fall of the ancient elven empire that once occupied Vasquer. Erlebnis was solely responsible. That may be news to some, affirmation of rumor to others… but I can assure you it is true, as I have the last living ancient elf as some of my closest counsel.”

Rook smiled. A good card to deal, and dealt prudently.

“His attempt to aid Qircassia was an attempt to hide that fact. But even should we exclude his atrocious act against those people… let us speak of the Smiling Raven.”

Argrave looked around. The name was just as reviled as Sataistador’s—no, even more so. Rook himself remembered hearing the tales of that monstrosity. It had killed more gods in that cycle than even Gerechtigkeit, whatever the beast was.

“Erlebnis was the catalyst for the Smiling Raven’s rise to power. His machinations led to its existence. His schemes led to the destruction of an entire continent, wiped down to the very last man. No animal, insect, or any life at all was spared the wrath of the Smiling Raven, and it came about because of Erlebnis’ actions. That is what I learned in his archives, gods and goddesses,” Argrave raised his hand up and pointed to the sky. “And that is why I so strongly hasten us to act.”

Rook grimaced a little at his melodrama. Not the best performance, but looking around, the more justice-minded gods seemed to like it. Perhaps Rook was being overly critical. Bringing up the Smiling Raven was certainly a potent persuasive tool.

“Qircassia is less subtle with his cruelty, so I’ll give you nothing more than a reminder. The Coalition itself was built on betrayal, and the total destruction of a great nomadic empire.” Argrave shook his head like it bothered him. “These are not enemies ill chosen. They are the reasons why this cycle has become as bloody as it has. At the same time, both have never been weaker. Qircassia’s realm was fragmented by the goddess of the centaurs at my behest. Erlebnis has lost the vast majority of the resources that he uses for his ill-conceived schemes. They are at their lowest, and we are at our apex.

“Beyond mere timing, allow me to explain my reasoning for this. This is not something that I wish to do, if I’m to be frank. I want nothing more than to remain at home, in Vasquer, taking care of my family as best I can while we prepare for Gerechtigkeit. But information in the archives has led me to discover information of vital importance about this cycle of judgment in particular. It’s special—different. When the judge descends, he will not be as he was in all other cycles. He will be magnitudes stronger. And for this reason, we must strengthen ourselves.”

Argrave let that statement sit with them for a moment, looking at each in turn. He focused on Law’s Justiciar, sitting in the center of the half-circle. “I understand that this is much to consider. At the same time, there’s something I’d not like you to forget.” Argrave tapped his chest. “I don’t pick fights I can’t win. Fellhorn, Mozzahr, Qircassia, Erlebnis—all walked away from me licking their wounds, battered and broken. The only reason I speak to you now is because Gerechtigkeit looms above. I do need you. Not for a victory—we believe I could secure that on my own. I need you for a decisive victory. If you wish to right a vast wrong, prevent something as foul as the Smiling Raven from emerging ever again, then you should fight with me, at my side. That’s all.”

Rook leaned back in his throne, smiling as all those around him waited with questions ready to burst free of their lips. With the announcement of the Justiciar, they’d be open to ask questions. Argrave had done a tremendous job. Now, all that remained was the questioning. It was sure to be a lengthy thing. Rook has inquiries of his own, but he wanted to wait and see what the others would ask.

Law’s Justiciar officiating the trial pronounced grandly, “The interrogation begins. Law claims the first question, by right of hosting.”

Law’s other Justiciar, leaned in. “How did Erlebnis create the Smiling Raven?”

Argrave fixed him with a steady-eyed gaze, and Rook knew that the king already had an answer. “The Smiling Raven was once a man known as Raven. Erlebnis warped him and twisted him into something dark and inhuman, and as a result, Raven broke, becoming what some of you here remember. There’s another key detail—Erlebnis might be capable of making the Smiling Raven emerge again.”

Rook grinned. The king was deftly keeping the subject on the Smiling Raven, and away from his weak point—Sataistador.

Law almost looked dissatisfied in his emotionless shell of metal, but his question was asked. Next came Almazora.

“How could Erlebnis create the Smiling Raven again?”

“Raven’s still alive, that’s how, and he still has all of his powers. Erlebnis kept the body of the Smiling Raven in his vault.”

Argrave fiddled with the black stone hanging from his neck. It seemed a nervous tick—but the answer seemed fairly ironclad. Rook leaned in curiously. 

Yinther was called upon next, and he asked, “Where is Raven now?”

“I don’t know,” Argrave said simply. Rook thought he noticed a well-concealed smile, but wouldn’t bet on it. “We lacked the time to do something to the Smiling Raven’s body. We had to leave with what few spoils we had. Instead, I got this.” He held up the Ravenstone. “This came about from further research into the orb the Smiling Raven was holding. It can trap Raven. So, in essence… I nullified the problem, but not the Smiling Raven entirely.”

Rook’s turn was next. He respected Argrave’s game, but he had to get back to the issue at hand. “What arrangements have you made with Sataistador?”

“We made no agreement in the White Planes. We have a verbal agreement to destroy Erlebnis and Qircassia, but nothing more. Initially, the idea was to defeat the Qircassian Coalition when they tried to invade, then pursue and destroy them separately.” Argrave held his hands out. “Circumstances changed. Now, they siege our continent. That’s untenable. I’m well aware promises from Sataistador are worth little. Hopefully, what I’ve disclosed here today stresses why this is all-important.”

Rook was a little satisfied by that answer. At least the king had agreed to nothing. Around and around the questions went, diving at things again and again. Rook listened carefully to every word spoken, every argument had, and slowly came to a conclusion. Not about this issue, no— about Argrave.

The king was really quite good at this.

Whether the issue of Sataistador, the issue of their opponents, the issue of the reward from participating, the issue of why Gerechtigkeit would be stronger… he had an answer at hand in seconds. After hours of this rigorous dance, they made it to the last part of the trial. Sentencing. Who would stay, and who would go? Even Rook didn’t know how he’d choose.


Chapter 8

Though Argrave had consulted her for advice occasionally throughout this ill-advised trial, after a time, he went deafeningly silent. Elenore contacted him through their connection time and time again without receiving a reply, and her head worked quickly. Was Argrave sulking, despairing? But then, it wasn’t like him not to reply.

When he suddenly returned to them in Blackgard, not saying anything at all, she grew worried. He walked past everyone and entered her office, then walked over near her desk.

“Is it bad, Argrave?” she questioned, standing just behind him. “Just tell me. Tell me how it’s gone.”

Argrave didn’t say anything more. In frustration, she grabbed his arm and pulled, only to catch a faint smile on his face. He turned to look at her.

“Raccomen tried to squeeze more land out of me, but I called his bluff and talked him down to claiming a desert in the Great Chu. Rook just wanted more material wealth—couldn’t talk him out of it, unfortunately, so we’ll have to oblige him once the invasion’s done. Almazora, Veid, and Lira came along without strings attached. Law wanted me to make his faith that of the state, and I obliged, but the way it’s set up, it’s really just a ceremonial title; we’ll tolerate other faiths.

As for the bad… Stout Heart Swan and Yinther won’t be coming. Our huntress just kept the status quo, and Yinther claims to be ill-suited for combat roles. In summary, six winners, two losers. They intend on dividing the spirits gained from this invasion amongst themselves.” He took a deep, proud breath with a smile on his face. “We’d best be preparing for the voyage. You have to receive Lira. She’s going to modify the Sea Dragon to our specifications.”

Elenore felt tension drain from her body. She wanted to hit him for playing around with her this way, but she was too happy to be free of this burden to manifest it as rage. “What exactly happened?”

“I killed it, that’s what. We made a binding agreement in the White Planes to cooperate against the Qircassian Coalition and Erlebnis in a joint invasion. The only other caveat—all of us have to communicate with the others whenever something with Sataistador occurs. It’s for safety.”

“That’s it?” Elenore narrowed her eyes suspiciously.

“It’s a pretty good day to be us,” Argrave chuckled, patting Elenore on the shoulder as he walked by. He turned on his heel and walk backwards as he called out joyfully, “Let’s get to work. Now that Lira’s cooperating, I had an idea. Why don’t we make the Sea Dragon into our base of operations? It’s a little unconventional as a home, but I think Sophia would enjoy it. It’s certainly got enough room to be a palace. Might need a little redecorating, a little childproofing… but what do you think?” Argrave stopped at the doorway. “A new palace, prebuilt.”

Elenore could only nod, a little numb and dumb by his enthusiasm. He pointed at her and walked out the door happily. Hearing the results, she’d never been gladder for her advice to be ignored.

***

Busy days passed as everyone moved frantically to meet the necessities of this rapidly-approaching assault. The turtle ships of the Great Chu were outfitted with Dario’s ballistae one after another until they ran out of space. Lira worked her powers on the Sea Dragon, creating a portal between the gargantuan flagship and a separate location outside the mountains of Blackgard—Argrave didn’t dare have the exit inside the city, in case the worst came to pass.

Argrave’s standing army had swelled to far above twenty-thousand by this point, the majority of them battle-ready. Five thousand had been diverted to the reclaimed Great Chu turtle ships, with a single Chu navigator to teach them how to sail the ship. They’d been armed with dwarven weaponry and dwarven armor, and coupled with support from a hefty magic squad, he thought his troops every bit the equal of the Great Chu’s basic infantry. But it was the battle among the elites that would be uncertain. The Great Chu had countless S-rank spellcasters and officers well equal to Emperor Ji Meng in strength and equipment. Ideally, their dearly departed emperor would be able to harness these elites to their end before outright war broke out.

The bulk of the Veidimen’s able-bodied population had been called to this war. They didn’t have an accurate count of bodies, but they did know the fleet. Eight hundred longships, Dras claimed, each of which could carry fifty warriors. Veiden had twenty-two S-rank spellcasters of varying quality—some had been born the past year or so. With Veid watching over them, they would be indefatigable, and with Galamon commanding them, they’d be able to amply use that power to their advantage.

Argrave sat with Dras and Elenore, chewing on a freshly grown apple from an orchard in Blackgard. Something about the fruits grown near the fields imbued with a fruit from the elven realms made them taste all too delicious. Many diagrams were splayed out before them—one of them was a map of the Great Chu. They had decided upon a landing point.

“With Lira’s ability, we’ve mitigated the necessity of hauling along enough food to feed our army,” Elenore pointed at Argrave, then looked at Dras. “But the others ships… we can’t reasonably distribute supplies from the Sea Dragon and keep a timely schedule. Separate ships will need to bring enough supplies to last the whole journey. Conservatively, I expect us to need a month’s worth of rations for the trip. Realistically, the journey should take two weeks. The winds favor us.”

Argrave chewed the apple as he thought, then said, “Nothing wrong with being conservative.”

Dras shook his head. “A month’s worth of food for my men? We might’ve had that before, but now we’ve spent long enough in this naval base that we’ve gone through much of it. We’ll need a little assistance.”

“Done,” said Elenore decisively. “I kept a close focus on agriculture, building stockpiles to prepare for when things get desperate. Despite undead and lesser deities roaming the countryside, we managed to improve our crop harvest. Your diet might be plain, but we can ensure we have enough food to spare for this journey.”

“We didn’t improve anything,” Argrave said, staring at her. “That was all you, Elenore.”

“All that matters is that it happened,” Elenore dismissed his praise.

“Let’s not forget to bring fruit.” Argrave held up his apple. “The freshwater situation is dealt with through magic, so we’ll need one spellcaster aboard each ship. Walking water fountains, they’ll be.”

“The logistics are settled, then.” Dras looked between each of them. “All I’m wondering is how your decision to participate affects our arrangement.”

Argrave set the mostly-finished apple down and crossed his arms. “You mean your intent to invade the Great Chu?”

“Precisely so,” Dras nodded, unabashed.

“I do imagine it’s complicated your grand vision, somewhat. You can’t exactly parade around as the noble conqueror that created a great empire from which Anneliese and I reaped all the rewards.”

Dras raised his brows. “Of all things, I didn’t think you’d gloat.”

“I do hope you don’t intend to go off on your own,” Argrave said simply.

“Of course not. You have your plan, your reasoning, and I intend to be as good an ally as I can.”

Argrave gestured. “Then that’s that. Once Gerechtigkeit is done and gone, I don’t know. What happens in the days to come, or even further out, is a mystery to me. Neither Anneliese nor I thought our hand would be forced to sail overseas en masse, but it was. This was entirely unpredictable.”

“Speaking of my heir… where is she?” Dras asked curiously.

Argrave cocked his head back in surprise. “You don’t know? I thought Rowe would report every little detail. She’s with her teacher. She tells me that she’s close to breaching the barrier to S-rank spells. They’re in some wasteland far from civilization. She’s going to give it an attempt.”

***

Rowe and Anneliese stood facing one another in the howling winds of this plain in the middle of nowhere. Rowe leaned against his staff, and Anneliese stood with her hair blowing wildly.

“Before you try and do anything in the way of S-rank magic, I’d like you to ask yourself something,” Rowe yelled above the winds, looking at Anneliese seriously. “What is magic to you?”

“Really?” Anneliese narrowed her eyes, waiting for the wind to die down slightly before she spoke again. “I was asked that same question many times as an apprentice. Should I give the same answer as I did then?”

“Have you changed since then?” Rowe held his hands out. “That was the beginning of the road. This, ostensibly, is the end.”

Anneliese nodded, running a hand through her long white hair to straighten it after the winds had ruined it. “Back then, I believe I said magic was freedom. After my time with Argrave, it has become much less and much more. It’s a means to an end, a tool. It’s capable of massive amounts of damage, of harm. At the same time, there’s nothing else more fun to master. At this point, I would simply say this: magic is magic.”

“As stupid an answer as I expect from you,” Rowe nodded with an amused smile. Anneliese only shook her head, well used to Rowe’s disparaging antics by this point. “Magic is magic. Takes a real genius to come up with that answer, truly.”

Rowe stepped away from her. He drew the blade embedded in his staff, then planted it down in the barren soil between them. Icy mist spread out across the ground. She didn’t know what that blade was, but Rowe obsessed over it. He laid his arms atop the pommel, staring at her. “I said I would give this to you to signify you as my student. Well… cast an S-rank spell, girl. Earn this blade.”

Anneliese looked out across the wasteland. She didn’t feel much of anything at all, confronting this sheer wall. Just as magic, Anneliese simply was. And Anneliese felt amply ready to cross the last remaining barrier.


Chapter 9

The boundary between B-rank and A-rank was the integration of magic into the body. That encompassed all—the brain, the soul, every part of a person that made them ‘them.’ At the same time, it was not ‘them;’ there was something beyond that, something that not even the most intense scrutiny could identify. That something was, simply put, consciousness. Anneliese had long wondered what made her ‘her,’ both before learning magic and long during the process. 

The consciousness was a thing impossible to quantify or identify. People perceived the world through their eyes, yet consciousness was not constrained to the head. Consciousness pervaded the body; it was the sense of self, and without the whole, what was there? People like the Alchemist could point out all of the individual parts of the body that worked to create it—the brain, the nervous system—yet even he could not deny there was some aspect about it that could not be scrutinized. Opinions varied wildly on what consciousness truly was, what was and wasn’t consciousness, and whether it truly deserved study at all. The mind plays tricks on its owner most of all, and the perceived knowledge of consciousness might be a misperception by a limited vessel.

To ascend to S-rank was to break the barrier between the body and the consciousness. It was to make the boundary between her perception of herself and magic almost non-existent. With Llewellen’s perfected A-rank ascension, [Life Cycle], she already felt she had a strong grasp on magic. Now, it was to permeate that mythical realm. Once broken, she wasn’t entirely sure what would change. Magic would exist alongside her inner voice, her inner self.

“To reach this far, you have to learn and accept exactly what you are,” Rowe’s calm voice filtered into her thoughts. “No biases. Even if it’s ugly, if it’s true, learn to accept and embrace it. Only once you’ve conceptualized your inner self in its entirety can you fit magic inside there.”

Who really was Anneliese? There was the physical. A tall Veidimen—or perhaps not. Perhaps the term ‘snow elf’ fit her more, now that she had abandoned most of her people’s traditions. Her appearance was one part of who she was. Long white hair, bright amber eyes, pale skin… that had affected the way that everyone had treated her, and in turn, that had shaped her.

Anneliese had been born curious—her first memory was asking a question. Her mother’s negligence and abuse had taught her stoicism and diligence. Her status as a pariah, both during her time in Vasquer and back in Veiden, had taught her to be calm and resilient. Under the tutelage of her grandmother, she’d learned cunning and ambition, even if unwittingly. The praise she received during those years had felt like a light, leading her toward leadership and careerism.

Just when she felt that her path was solidified—that she was to be a commander underneath Dras, and would elevate him to glory as she herself rose up—Argrave came crashing into her life. She had felt attraction before, but never like this. The way he thought and acted entranced her. It helped he was tall and handsome, with dark hair and steely eyes. And admittedly, catching his wayward lecherous gazes repaired much of the hurt to her self-esteem she’d received being outcast by all her peers. What she was most ashamed of, however, is that she had only been brave enough to ask for Argrave’s affection because she thought he could never bring himself to leave her.

And in the time following, her very being shifted. She had gone through enough to call herself brave. She had learned enough of the world to accept she was wise. There was the ugly, too. Anneliese’s grandmother had been right in many ways. Argrave’s relentless drive upward, toward power, was part of the reason she’d become his companion, lover, and then wife. She wanted to be important, to be respected, and to remain humble amidst it all. She wanted to be an S-rank spellcaster as much for her own curiosity as the prestige. She wished to work together with Argrave to elevate their kingdom to a nation without peer, that their children might see the fruits of their labor and partake in them joyfully. That desire, frankly, had grown to be larger than her curiosity about the world.

A moment of clarity came after Anneliese realized her curiosity was no longer the foremost thing spurring her forward. She pictured herself in totality, inside her body, in this world, in this place, at this moment.

“Now, weave magic inside delicately,” Rowe’s interjection came, yet Anneliese’s focus was so intense it felt like one of her own thoughts.

Anneliese resigned herself to the vastness of magic. Despite Rowe telling her to weave, it did not feel like that. Rather, it felt as though her consciousness was being slowly lowered into an ocean of liquid magic. It soaked into her inner self like water into a sponge, permeating into her legs and then rising upward as she sunk deeper.

At a point when magic permeated her consciousness’ head, it felt like all of the diagrams she’d ever read about S-rank magic finally made sense. She grasped for one, opened her eyes to the biting winds, and cast it almost by instinct. A gigantic mana ripple spread out, then a roaring inferno burst free from her hand. It left a great scorching pathway, turning some of the rocks nearby red hot and outright melting others.

As Anneliese stared at the mayhem, the revelations that she’d made about herself came rushing to her head. She realized she was crying only when a tear fell upon her left hand. She felt a gentle prod, and when she looked, Rowe held a handkerchief.

She was puzzled for a long time, and did nothing. Rowe had to explain neutrally, “Lot of people cry after going to S-rank. Take it.”

Anneliese gratefully accepted it, moved by the fact even this curmudgeonly man could show some tenderness. She felt like she needed to go tell Argrave that she wasn’t half as great as he thought she was. But then… he wouldn’t accept that, would he? And that was much of the reason she loved him. His insistence on her.

“How old are you? Twenty-eight, twenty-nine, something like that?” Rowe looked at her, then grimaced. “By Veid… you’re S-rank, girl. I hate you. I really do.”

Anneliese laughed, voice still distorted from the runny nose.

“Well…” Rowe walked to his icy blade planted into the ground, and hefted it free. He sheathed it back into the slot in the cane, and in a moment, it looked like nothing more than a walking stick. “As I promised, I’ll pass this blade down onto you. It’s only right that one of the youngest S-rank spellcasters I’ve ever heard of is my student.”

Anneliese accepted the walking stick. With a hard pull, the blade slid free. She examined its surface. Sharp on both sides, it had writhing vortexes on the surface of its blue-white blade.

She looked at Rowe. “Why is this so important to you? Argrave said you’d never part with it unless you died, and yet now...”

“Argrave never told you?” Rowe looked surprised, then stroked his hairless chin. “I hope he simply doesn’t know. That’s the only weapon that Veid ever forged. It’s been passed down to the best spellcaster among our people for countless generations. Most gods use their nails, their hair, or perhaps their bones to forge weapons. I’m told it’s a gruesome thing, oft done in private. Veid… she used her heart to forge that.”

“Her heart? Truly?” Anneliese repeated.

“Yes,” Rowe nodded. “A lot of her power is vested in that blade. Sheathed, it functions as a focus. No spellcaster will be your peer, especially if you use ice magic. Drawn, it’s a sword—I hope you gathered that much from looking at it.”

“And the sword? Is there anything special about it?” Anneliese probed.

“It’s not special enough already?” Rowe frowned, shaking his bald head. “Well… fine. Yes, there is something special about it.” He looked away, seeming to hesitate. Without looking at her directly, he said, “I’ve heard that there’s a spellcaster that’s troubled you. Traugott.” Rowe whipped his head to look at her fiercely. “I’m told he killed Castro.”

“In…” Anneliese closed her eyes, then nodded. “In effect. In part.”

“The next time you find yourself facing Traugott, I expect you to draw that blade. With Veid’s heart as your blade, that useless, craven, piss-drinking bastard will meet his end. I expect you to kill him, Anneliese, as my apprentice. I liked Castro, genuinely. I can’t say that about a lot of people. So, I charge you with his killer’s death.”

Anneliese looked at the blade again. “How? He escapes into the Shadowlands—another realm, separate from ours.”

“Veid’s sphere is contracts, honor.” Rowe gestured toward her. “If you draw that blade, you can compel a duel to the death with another mortal. They cannot flee unless you sheathe the blade or perish. He should still be capable of entering the Shadowlands, but he cannot flee.”

“That’s…” Anneliese looked at the staff in a different light. “That’s an amazing tool.”

“Do you know my A-rank ascension, Anneliese?” Rowe asked.

“Argrave did tell me, once,” she nodded.

“I was groomed to carry that weapon,” Rowe pointed at Veid’s heart in her hand. “With my A-rank ascension, I can limit the rank of spells that can be cast in an area—that of myself, and my foes. I trap them with that, limit their ability, and ruthlessly dismantle them with superior combat skill. I’ve killed hundreds of S-rank spellcasters like that over my incredibly long life. But you and your A-rank ascension might be even better suited to that role.”

“…I see why Argrave thought you were monstrous in combat,” Anneliese reflected, looking upon the blade. “Normally I’d not so easily agree to kill another, but I have seen Traugott and the empty void within him. I accept your charge, Rowe. If again Traugott appears before me, I’ll take his life. I believe it a fitting match.”

“Fitting? How?”

“I’ve long thought he and I are the same person that took different paths,” she expressed. “He is curiosity without restraint. Whereas I…”

“He’s nothing so grand. Just a man who’s not yet dead,” Rowe tapped the icy blade once last time as though bidding it goodbye. “Make sure that changes, Anneliese.”

She put the blade fully back into the stick, then set it upon the ground. “I will.”


Chapter 10

Argrave examined the portal of Lira’s making. Raccomen’s was grandiose, yet the goddess of connections merely made one place seem to bleed into another without any pomp. It was a humble door into the side of the mountain, and when open, one could see the interior of the Sea Dragon. It had already been thoroughly tested. All of the prisoners taken during the fight against the Imperial Navy of the Great Chu had walked through these doors, whereupon they were taken to more suitable grounds.

“Argrave…” Sophia, standing at Argrave’s side while holding his hand, sounded worried. He looked to her. “This place doesn’t have any windows.”

“Don’t worry. What you’re seeing now isn’t where you’ll be,” he told her. “Just trust me, Sophia.”

Her small hand clenched his own tightly, and he walked through the doorway with short, slow strides to let her keep up. The moment they passed through, the temperature was noticeably colder. Sophia looked a little surprised at this, and when she looked around, she was surprised to see exactly what he’d promised—windows. Specifically, windows just overlooking the sea. Her head whipped about everywhere, taking in her surroundings with the utmost curiosity. When her brain seemed liable to explode, she looked up at Argrave with wide eyes, pleading for answers.

Argrave laughed and scooped Sophia up. “This place is going to be our home away from home, for a little while,” he explained as he walked through the room. They were in an unused storage room near the bottom of the Sea Dragon. Argrave would be sure this place was impeccably guarded in the future, but for now, it sufficed as was.

Argrave headed through the gargantuan ship-fortress for the front deck. Along the way, he explained, “We’re on a ship right now. The Sea Dragon, it’s called. That door teleported us here.”

“A ship?” Sophia sounded even more confused. “But ships aren’t this big. And don’t ships… don’t they go wibble-wobble, ‘cause of the tides?” She emulated the rocking of a ship.

“This ship is very special,” Argrave said in summary.

Sophia was entranced by the foreign architecture and landscape near the Sea Dragon, and it allowed Argrave to take her to the front deck without sparing another word. When he arrived, Anneliese stood there waiting. She had something new in hand—Rowe’s weapon. She looked like a right proper wizard, staff and all. She gave him a strangely lonely smile. Argrave had already heard the news from Elenore that she’d breached S-rank.

“Want to look around on your own?” Argrave asked Sophia, setting her down upon her own two feet. She cautiously walked to the edge of the deck while Argrave joined Anneliese.

“Congratulations,” he told Anneliese quietly as they watched Sophia peek over the edge of the railing.

Anneliese only silently took his hand, clutching it tightly. He didn’t quite know what she was thinking, and it appeared she lacked the words to express it at present. After a moment of each other’s company, the both of them walked forward to speak to Sophia at around the same time.

“Sophia,” Argrave called out. She ran back up to him.

“Why doesn’t the ship wibble-wobble?” She asked.

“We can explain all that later.” Argrave shook his head, then sat cross-legged on the deck. “Right now, I want to talk about what’s going to happen in the future.”

Sophia grew anxious as Anneliese sat just beside Argrave. She looked between them like they were going to do something terrible to her.

Anneliese laid Rowe’s staff just beside her, then said to Sophia, “Argrave and I are going to help you learn something.”

Sophia blinked, relieved that was all it was. “But… you’ve already helped me so much.”

“We… Hause… she discovered that there’s something very special about you,” Argrave explained. “We want to help you understand that special something all the better. Do you remember when I had you pull upon that power inside you that was attached to all those other people?”

Sophia shook her head. Argrave was taken aback.

“You don’t remember when we were in that courtyard, and those three people gathered there, and then…?”

Sophia shook her head again, looking confused. Argrave looked to Anneliese. She indicated to him that Sophia wasn’t lying—she genuinely didn’t remember, despite how short the time had been since it happened.

“Well, don’t… don’t worry about it,” Argrave said, trying to disguise his concern. “The point is, we’re going to help you understand something about yourself. Every day, we’ll come to this place and work on it a bit more. It might be scary, hard, but it’s very important.”

“Will it help you?” Sophia asked.

Argrave smiled, somewhat touched. “Very much so.”

Sophia nodded quickly, declaring, “Okay. I’ll do my very, very best.”

“Thank you, Sophia.” Argrave rose to his feet, then helped Anneliese up. “This ship is going to be starting its voyage soon. Would you like to watch it go to sea?”

When Sophia agreed, Argrave, Anneliese, and Sophia watched as their vast fleet prepared for this long voyage. They watched as supplies and seamen walked through the portal in the Sea Dragon, making to take their place in the countless vessels. By midday, everyone was settled in their place. People walked to the uppermost levels of the Sea Dragon, and then blew the great horn atop it. The colossal vessel started to cut through the sea, its deck still as steady as any building on the ground.

Argrave watched as the Sea Dragon led them forward through endless cold blue. Behind, their vast armada began its voyage in hot pursuit. Hundreds of Veidimen longships and Great Chu turtle ships followed the bow wave left behind by their vessel. It would be a long time before the vast majority of those sailors again saw land. And when they did, it would not be what they knew.

“We’re leaving Berendar,” Argrave said to no one in particular.

Sophia looked up at him, clinging to the deck’s railing. “Have you ever before?”

“Not like this,” Argrave answered, watching the writhing tides.

***

“They’ve disembarked.”

An orange-robed imperial eunuch stood idle in one of the gardens of the Great Chu. His soft hand played with a fruit dangling from a tree, pulling it down enough to bend the branch before letting it bounce gently back. Well-hidden amidst well-trimmed shrubbery, one of the emissaries of Erlebnis conveyed this message.

“When did they leave? One month ago?” The eunuch answered back. “Should I expect them at the shores by nightfall?”

“One minute ago,” the emissary answered back.

The eunuch turned, focusing his writhing blue eyes upon the emissary. “Considering how ineffectual the emperor’s army was because of our disadvantage in information, you can see why I might think otherwise.”

The emissary could say nothing in response. It had been their fault the emperor’s army had been so utterly dismantled. If Erlebnis had properly gathered information, as was his domain, Emperor Ji Meng might’ve known what to expect. His navy would have at least done actual damage to King Argrave’s forces. Now, he was captured. That was perhaps the most devastating result.

But Erlebnis could not entirely be faulted. His influence had gone from its apex to the lowest it’d been in several millennia after Argrave’s brazen yet successful heist. Suddenly, obligations and responsibilities went unfulfilled, promises were broken, and a sprawling network of intrigue collapsed when its foundation suddenly vanished. They’d been forced to utterly vacate Berendar, accelerated by Argrave’s wanton destruction of countless sites of worship.

“I’ll prepare everyone to receive the king and his pet emperor in a fashion he deserves,” the eunuch shook his head. “But you need to give me yet another payment for my efforts. Something to build my collection. If you can give me information, I can get it.”

“It shall be—” the emissary said, then silenced itself.

The eunuch looked at it peculiarly, yet then a voice cut through the air.

“Grand Eunuch Hao,” another eunuch said, walking in meekly and bowing before him.

“Am I needed?” he responded, his voice several pitches lower than the other’s.

“Governor Zen has come again.”

The grand eunuch turned away from the fruit tree. “Protesting the extended regency, same as last time?”

“Indeed.”

Hao walked down the impeccably tiled pathway of the imperial palace. “Then it seems I must abate his worries, one way or the other.”

The eunuch looked a little stunned as Grand Eunuch Hao walked by. He seemed to have been preparing himself to listen to a long speech, but no such thing came. Instead, he turned and followed with quick steps to catch up. He hadn’t remembered Hao ever acting with such haste.

***

Emperor Ji Meng watched the cup full of the strange brew that sapped away his vital force. ‘Magic,’ these people called his energy. But whatever the name, this brew utterly incapacitated him. He could see the surface of the liquid just barely disturbed. That was the only way that he was able to discern that the Sea Dragon had started moving.

At least they know to try and keep me ignorant, thought the emperor. But this was his ship, and he knew it better than they could ever hope to. It would take three weeks to make it to Great Chu, he was certain. Once there, he’d a rough plan as to what needed to be done. The only person he could trust to help him remove the shackles these people had placed upon him was Governor Zen.

Zen was tied to Ji Meng by marriage—the governor’s daughter was Ji Meng’s highest-ranking consort, the empress. The man wasn’t a loyal hound of the emperor—he was an opportunist, pure and simple, and a genius besides. But it was an opportunist that could plainly see the opportunity that rested in Ji Meng’s hands. He intended to take back his seat on the imperial throne—not as a puppet, but as an emperor well and true. If he managed to do that… it would be yet another brick to the monument that was his legacy. And should Zen aid him in doing that, he’d certainly have a strong backing in Ji Meng.

But for now, drink their poisoned tea, smile when they tell you to, and wait, thought the emperor, as he picked up his cup and obeyed his thoughts. This is not yet the end for you.


Chapter 11

Argrave had never been on a boat for an extended period of time. That didn’t change, really, because Lira had installed a feature to his boat that allowed him to go back to land whenever he wanted. It did somewhat undermine the purity of such a thing, but that was already thoroughly marred by the underlying purpose of the Sea Dragon’s long voyage across the sea. The constant vigilance of the accompanying gods ensured they would not be accosted by enemies without warning.

Admiral Tan Shu guided them most of the time. She was a fierce fighter, but her true talent was hinted at by her title. She could read the stars far better than any other sailor. Her skill was such that she could often estimate how far they’d travelled just by looking at the stars each night. She had a great ability to predict weather, wind, and how both might affect the voyage. Perhaps these abilities were supernatural.

But both Admiral Tan Shu and Emperor Ji Meng were tightly watched by countless guards. The reason for that was Sophia. Argrave felt he needed to be near the Sea Dragon to keep watch on things, and at the same time he felt Sophia needed to be far, far away from civilization when they tested her power in case it truly was as dangerous as the Alchemist said.

But progress was not immediate. As a matter of fact, to call it ‘progress’ implied some had been made. Argrave and Anneliese gave the best tips they could to help Sophia grasp her power. Argrave once again borrowed the lens that bestowed [Minor Truesight] when empowered by magic, showing Sophia the turbulent forces that lie within her… yet nothing proved easy stimulation. This sent Sophia into a little bit of a depression. That depression helped her act more like Elenore, but hurt her everywhere else.

She never gave up, though, to her credit. Argrave and Anneliese tried countless different angles to help her grasp her power during the long voyage. They tried to teach her magic to give her a basis of the supernatural. Sophia was magically blessed, and managed to complete a simple F-rank matrix after a few days… but that proved more a distraction than a help. Visualization techniques caused nothing more than a headache for Argrave and Sophia both. For all the countless experience Anneliese and Argrave had calling upon powers other than their own, this was proving beyond them.

Until one peculiar night, that was.

***

Sophia sat in her bed. She couldn’t sleep. Her throat hurt badly as she tried to cry in silence. The reason? Herself. She hated herself. She was useless, and even after two weeks, couldn’t be of any help to Argrave. He had taken her away from her father, had made nice people look after day after day, and the first thing he truly asked of her she was useless at.

She hopped off her bed, seeking the only thing she felt could comfort her. She opened her trunk and saw the toy knight that had once been her brother’s. She didn’t want to get tears on it, so she wiped her face away with a wet towel the nice people provided for her, took Mr. Knight, and walked back to the bed. She set him there, then stared as she crouched.

Mr. Knight is strong. No matter what, he’d keep fighting, keep going. He would repay anybody, even Argrave. As she tried to harden her resolve by peering upon Mr. Knight, an idea came to her. A good knight is supposed to train knight and day.

Sophia made up her mind to try and train even now, just as Mr. Knight would. She thought back to the lessons of two weeks. ‘You have the power to create, Sophia,’ Argrave had told her. Your power can create life. We’re not sure how, but we do know it can.’

Sophia remembered seeing herself through that lens Argrave had placed up to her eye. Something beyond Sophia’s imagination had lurked within her—but rather than lurk, it was her. But if she could make life…

Sophia stared at Mr. Knight. She had known him for years, every facet of who he was. He was supposed to protect her and her brother. He had metal armor, could defeat anyone, and even though he always listened, he never said anything. She closed her eyes, thinking. Despite everything, she knew Mr. Knight was a doll. But if he wasn’t? If he was alive, and could do all of these things? What would it be like?

The sound of metal against metal made her open her eyes in panic. And as she stared, she came to a realization.

She didn’t need to imagine anymore.

***

Argrave and Anneliese had been woken up late one night by disturbed guards. Argrave wasn’t entirely sure if he had actually left the dreamworld as he stared at a half-foot tall armored knight kneeling before him. He had a large red feather plume atop his visored bascinet, a sword in its sheath, a knightly demeanor rivalling Orion’s, and a beaming princess just behind him.

“It appears we’ve fallen into a fairytale,” Argrave told Anneliese glibly.

His wife was too beset by curiosity to find his remark humorous at all. She studied Mr. Knight—who was truly a mister, now, instead of a mere child’s fantasy. He looked like a very small person, well and truly. His armor was metal, his sword was sharp and functional, and his manner was impeccable enough to include him among the royal guard.

“Can he speak?” asked Anneliese.

Sophia shook her head. “Mr. Knight has taken a vow of silence until the world is at peace. But he’s always listening if you have any problems!” The princess grew excited, and began to explain her imaginary friend that had come to life.

Argrave and Anneliese listened, but in the midst of her explanation, they looked at each other. A breakthrough had finally been found, after two weeks of painful struggle. And what they found was utterly frightening, yet completely fascinating. Just like many fairy tales, upon introspection.

***

The birth of Mr. Knight led to a frenzy of activity. The Alchemist studied him, and came to alarming conclusions. Mr. Knight was alive, well and truly, beyond mere tricks of magic. He had a functioning brain, though its intelligence was constrained by its small size. His strength wasn’t quite at the level Sophia bragged it at being. In simpler terms, he was constrained by physical laws. He could not be far stronger than his size, nor more intelligent than his brain feasibly could be. His personality, though, was precisely as Sophia dictated. Before everything else, Mr. Knight was her loyal confidant and protector.

It truly felt like Argrave had been whisked away to a fairy tale. A princess who could make her toys come to life—not a wholly unique phenomenon in stories, certainly. It gave both Argrave and Anneliese tremendous trepidation about what was to come. Sophia quite literally created a life. Ethically, morally… what were these creatures? Should creation come so easily? It made life itself feel valueless, and they both worried Sophia might develop a lack of regard for life itself. How could something be valuable if she could create it at whim?

But the Alchemist would not hear their ethical concerns. He demanded they press on. Anneliese’s rampant curiosity coupled with Argrave’s indecision led them to proceed with this development even as the Sea Dragon headed for the Great Chu.

Now that they had some lead as to what it was that Sophia needed to genuinely create life, the next days became a frenzy of activity. They brought other toys of hers to the world of the living. Those that she had a tremendous backstory for—a tremendous understanding, in essence—she was able to bring to life. It gave some insight into what Sophia actually needed to create life. But these additional living dolls she made, unlike Mr. Knight, could speak.

Each and all had the personality one might expect a child to make. Fortunately for all of them, Sophia didn’t have dark thoughts. She brought a maid doll to life that was happy, bubbly, and obsequious. She made this maid’s entire family, too. Serving positions were apparently standard in this family—they had a butler, a cook, and a seamstress. These living toys were utterly astounding in that Sophia had made them, but they were limited in so many ways it was hard to imagine the Alchemist thought she could destroy the world.

The living dolls couldn’t hold long-term memories. They could perform the duties they ostensibly should be able to in their roles, and they could remember Sophia. Anything else was too much to ask. They were truly a child’s toy come to life—existing only in her world, for her. This was even to her frustration. Sophia wanted them to help Argrave, but they couldn’t even remember his name longer than a few hours.

After, to lead her toward what they needed, they had her try and recreate the living dolls. After much effort, this proved something that she was capable of. She managed to make two Mr. Knights, the second being just as unsettling as the first. Next, rather than make more, Argrave and Anneliese tried to help her learn how to modify them. Her power seemed to rely on understanding. To aid her imagination, they fed her additional information about the extent of these living doll’s capabilities.

It proved possible for Sophia to modify her creations. Within a matter of days, she was able to give life to something that could at least remember just as well as she could. She had difficulty creating something that was larger than her, as she had never actually been that size. The things she made still had a relatively static personality and lacked true memories of what it was and why it was, but it was proof of concept.

But Sophia was a clever girl, and with Argrave and Anneliese’s guidance, she picked up on what needed to be done to master her ability in greater detail. It was her understanding of something, her grasp of it, and the limits imposed by the body.

Argrave and Anneliese weren’t entirely comfortable about the idea of Sophia practicing these things on her own, but they were hesitant to restrict her entirely. After all, without Sophia’s own relentless drive toward this, they’d likely still be scrabbling around at nothing. They never suggested she work on her own, nor did they disapprove.

Rather than Anneliese and Argrave bringing her to the Sea Dragon to try and help her, she came every day with something new that she’d learned. Her powers, now in her hands, were becoming more and more sophisticated with every passing day. The fact that Sophia proved utterly devoted to helping out Argrave and Anneliese made them somewhat lax. Sophia felt simply too sweet to be evil. She listened to what they said, and simply tried to help. This was what they had wanted—they couldn’t disapprove of her relentless push forward, necessarily.

They should have. It might’ve prevented ‘Castro’ from being born.


Chapter 12

One morning, Sophia refused to leave her room. This was rather unusual, as she was never really disobedient. What’s more, she’d locked the door. The knights could certainly have forced it open, but Argrave had instructed them to be gentle with Sophia and try to avoid showing her undue violence or displays of force on account of what she’d already been through.

In the end, Argrave and Anneliese went personally to try and get her out of the room. Argrave knocked on the door and called out to her, “Sophia. What’s going on in there? Are you all right?”

“I’m fine!” came Sophia’s voice, insistent and panicked. He didn’t need Anneliese to tell him that she wasn’t.

Internally, Argrave’s heart was in turmoil. He looked at the two knights by the door and said, “Give us some space.”

The knights left the door, ensuring that no one came near as Argrave and Anneliese did what they intended to. Meanwhile, Anneliese cut the lock with magic. Together, they pushed open the door. They saw an old man in gray robes sitting on Sophia’s bed, and at once prepared to defend her. But when he turned his head to look at them, Argrave felt his heart sink and his stomach churn.

“Hello. I’m Tower Master Castro,” he said.

With the name given, the image of a man Argrave had once called friend began to overlap with this uncanny and grotesque imitation. He was bald, true enough, but his face was nothing like Argrave remembered. There were moles were there ought not to have been. His eyes weren’t quite the right color. His face was wrinkled, yet his hands were not. His gray robes lacked the owl sewn onto the shoulders. And above all, not a twinkle of magic emanated from him.

“I have a robust succession plan, Argrave,” ‘Castro’ said, sparking a memory in Argrave’s head. The next words were all-too familiar. “My position in the Order has basically already been delegated to those who will take my place. And I assure you, they are as steadfastly loyal to you as I am.”

Argrave slowly turned his horrified expression away to look at Sophia. She was curled up in the corner of the room, surrounded by all the dolls she’d brought to life in the past days.

“Sophia,” Argrave said, doing his best to keep his voice even. “What did you do?”

Sophia trembled at the sound of his voice, but did not lift her head up.

“Maybe I want it,” ‘Castro’ mused. “I am many things, but famous? I think not. Over three hundred years of living, and I can still walk through the streets of any city without so much as a widened eye in recognition. Make sure the historians write about me, maybe hire a minstrel or two… and this old man can breathe his last.”

“Sophia,” Argrave repeated, louder.

“I t-tried to bring him back,” Sophia said, voice muffled and trembling. “I wanted h-him to be here again. To help you. To be your friend.”

“Why?!” Argrave demanded, louder than he’d intended to.

“I-I heard p-people talking about Castro… about how important h-he was. A-about how he was good friends with you, an-and that he was one of the best spellcasters in the w-world.” She lifted her head, revealing her dark and puffy eyes. She started sobbing uncontrollably. “I j-just… just wanted to help. I wanted you to… wanted you to…” her tears overcame her speech, face twisted in abject guilt and misery.

Argrave walked up to Sophia as ‘Castro’ said, “I will punch a hole through the Shadowlanders and the golems both. And through that hole, you all shall leave.”

As Argrave stood above Sophia, the chef toy offered to cook Sophia a meal. The two Mr. Knights stood guard against Argrave. The seamstress was sewing a thread into Sophia’s green dress. Their chatter was low, yet present, but even still he saw only Sophia.

“…please don’t make me leave,” Sophia pleaded as he kneeled. “I wanna stay. Please don’t send me back.” Her trembling intensified. “I’ll d-do anything. Please. I’ll punish myself, o-or you can…”

Argrave took hold of Sophia and pulled her in. Her sobbing and intense trembling persisted in his arms, but he endured it silently as he stared at the wall trying his best not to join her in tears.

“…please don’t send me back,” he heard her faintly.

Argrave stroked her hair, trying to find words for the situation. But what could be said? This was precisely the sort of nightmare he’d been hoping to avoid. He should’ve objected, should’ve done something before things spiraled out of control like this. But then… it had been only days, and already things progressed to this.

“I’m Tower Master Castro,” the living doll said.

Argrave closed his eyes, swallowed the sadness in his throat, and said to her, “You’ll be okay, Sophia.”

It was the only thing he could promise, after this.

***

After an incredibly trying morning, Argrave finally managed to get Sophia to go to sleep. Rather than keep her in the same room she’d been staying in, Argrave separated her from all her dolls and ‘Castro,’ instead leaving her in Argrave and Anneliese’s room that she might have some comfort without the memories of what she’d done. She’d promised not to use her power until they’d talked about it again, and despite everything, he trusted her to keep that promise.

After, they quietly moved the shallow imitation of the tower master to some place far removed from everyone else. It would be a disaster of the highest magnitude if his existence was revealed. It was already a blessing that no one besides Anneliese and Argrave had seen anything. The Alchemist insisted on seeing ‘Castro.’

“Hmm. It’s much more disappointing than I thought,” ruminated the Alchemist, studying the faux-human as it babbled on the few phrases Sophia had once heard Castro say. “Nothing more than a big doll, created from her shallow memory of the man. It’s even worse than those toys she brought to life. If she could recreate S-rank spellcasters, that might prove useful. This one can’t hold any memories and is utterly fragile. In a word—useless.”

Argrave’s temper flared at the Alchemist’s callousness even now, but he checked himself lest he do something stupid.

“…what do we do with him?” Anneliese’s voice was quiet.

“He’s an invalid,” the Alchemist said. “He can probably eat food, drink water, and do the bare minimum to keep himself alive. Aging, things like that—only time will tell if he suffers from such afflictions. Still, best to kill him. Sophia can make something better that we can do further studies on.”

Argrave looked at the Alchemist in disbelief. “She makes… this, yet you want to keep pressing?”

The Alchemist looked down upon Argrave with his cold gray eyes, and said one simple phrase. “What’s changed?”

Argrave inhaled deeply once again to tame his anger. Only once he was calm did he open his mouth and say, “My mind has changed, that’s what.”

“Need I remind you what’s at stake?” The Alchemist looked at Castro. “Did this rattle you so easily? That thing is basically the same as most people wandering the lands—mindlessly repeating what they’ve always done, until they die without having added anything of value to the world. Does it upset you it came from her will instead of a womb? Ridiculous. The only difference between the two is the time needed to create it. At worst, Sophia is guilty of efficiency.”

Argrave stood agape, disbelieving the words he was hearing. “You yourself were most worried about Sophia becoming something monstrous. How can she value life if she can create it at whim? How do you value something that’s infinite?”

“Mortal lives have always been a renewable resource. Copulate, and our kind spring forth just as any other animal. You shed no tears for the cattle you rear for slaughter, nor the game you end in your hunts.” the Alchemist shook his head. “You’re speaking to one who’s made human chimeras, lest you forget. You met Pawn. You met one I made in your own image.”

“Sophia’s a child. Unlike you, she didn’t realize what she was doing before she was confronted with it, and she’s definitely going to have a warped mentality if we keep poking and prodding without stopping to contemplate as you intend to,” Argrave pointed. “No more of this, Raven.”

The Alchemist stepped forward. “The dam has been burst. The seal has been removed. We set upon this path, Argrave, and we must be the ones to see it through. Stop being foolish.”

“We will see it through,” Argrave nodded. “But not like this. Because the last thing I’d want, Raven, is for Sophia to become like you.”

Argrave turned and left, listening to no more guidance. His conviction was unswayable. They had shown Sophia her power—now, it was Argrave’s duty to ensure that the world would be made a better place because of it. He passed by ‘Castro,’ still repeating the few lines that Sophia remembered him saying, and felt a pang of distress. Everything about the man screamed that something was wrong, here.

But could it even be fixed?

***

Despite the gravity of the situation with Sophia, the world and its cold realities continued to move onward. That was made abundantly clear when Elenore contacted Argrave, informing him that the gods voyaging across the sea had an important message to impart. Two more days, and they’d encounter the first bit of resistance in their long voyage across the sea.

The Great Chu was amply prepared for this coastal assault. The roles had been reversed. Argrave himself had seen the tremendous disadvantage the attackers had in these sorts of battles, and soon enough, it would be his turn to assault. Many of the gods in his Blackgard Union would be at his back, just as those of Qircassian Coalition would be at his front. He had hoped to avoid involving himself in fights of this scale. Now, however, it seemed a necessity.

The Qircassian Coalition and Erlebnis waited on the shores of this new continent. Sataistador and Ji Meng both were allies with knives behind their backs, waiting for weakness. In a matter of days, it would be time to dive into that all. But Sophia and her abilities stayed on Argrave’s mind, haunting him.


Chapter 13

Argrave stood on the deck of the Sea Dragon, trying to dismiss the memories he’d made with Sophia here as a task of equal import demanded his attention. He could see it now, plain as day: the siege engine that had rained hellfire down on Berendar for the better part of a month, utterly defying their expectations of an offensive from the Coalition. And from all the way down here, the situation seemed quite formidable.

The sky tower looked like a great cumulonimbus. It was a dense billowing pillar of clouds positioned high in the sky, with nothing beneath it but an unfathomable stretch of air. The top of it roared with thunder and glowed with lightning, and electricity danced all along its surface. Rings of power swirled around it—divinity manifest as pure energy. These rings of power would begin moving slowly, then accelerate until they moved fast enough they were imperceptible. Then, the top of the sky tower would erupt in power, sending blasts toward Vasquer and making the spinning rings halt. Half a minute this took, blast after blast after blast. Almazora’s feat in defending against this thing was all the more impressive now that Argrave saw its source.

Argrave looked at Raccomen, god of space, standing on the deck with him. The god’s bejeweled hand rested on his chin as he gazed up at this siege weapon. Argrave asked, “You’re the god of space; how big is it?”

Raccomen glanced at Argrave, disturbed from his thoughts, then looked back. “It’s seven miles high precisely.”

“Seven miles off the ground, or seven miles high?” Argrave repeated in disbelief.

“The tower is seven miles. Its peak is about forty-five thousand feet from the ground,” Raccomen clarified.

As Argrave reeled, another deity chimed in. “As fortified positions go, you can’t ask for much better than the sky,” Rook noted, leaning against the deck’s railing. “There’s a reason the heavens are known as the realm of the gods. Largely, only our kind can do battle up there. Your people aren’t well-suited for it. But even among gods, few have mastered the sky as Kirel Qircassia.”

Anneliese leaned against Rowe’s staff as she watched. “It’s a blessing to us, I should think. How can the people of the Great Chu truly believe the gods aren’t interfering if this giant structure persists above them? Ji Meng’s intercession may come easy.”

“I can think of half a dozen different ways the puppeteered imperial court might spin the tales,” Rook mused. “Just make any number of reasons up. They could say that the tower belongs to us, for instance. It’s our nefarious weapon. Simple, effective… and no way of disproving it.”

“Now that we can see our goal, we should discuss our plan,” Argrave reminded them before they veered too far away from the point.

“I can tell you the most important information.” Lira walked to the very front of the deck, then pointed her finger upward. “Erlebnis and Qircassia both reside in the top of the tower. Beneath them, hundreds of thousands of divine servants lie in wait. The entrance to Qircassia’s realm lies at the top of the tower. Fortunately it’s fully melded to this mortal world, meaning that he can be killed there permanently. Nevertheless…”

“He’s as fortified as he could possibly be,” Rook summarized. “The worst thing we could possibly do is allow our foes time to run back into the heart of their territory. I hope Sataistador understands this.”

“Of course he does,” chided Lira. “That bastard knows war better than anyone, that much I’ll concede.”

“We’ll face the harshest opposition on the shores of the Great Chu. The gods of the Qircassian Coalition will come out in force. Should we falter at all, Qircassia or Erlebnis might deign to descend to deliver a decisive blow,” Raccomen summarized.

“…but they’ll never come unless things are truly desperate for us,” Rook said, walking away from the railing.

When silence came for a moment, Argrave interjected. “What I’m going to ask of you is simple. I know that what I’ve built is a match for most in this realm. But my people aren't gods, and I can’t ask them to fight gods. Not here, not now.” He looked up to the sky. “That’s why I’d like to ask you to keep the two battlefields separate. The heavens above, where the gods dwell… and the earth below, where the mortals squabble.”

All of the gods considered this, yet Lira looked at Raccomen.

“With the god of space, that’s not’s merely doable—it would be ideal,” the aged god said. “It would spare your people casualties, and allow a monster like Law to fight freely without fear of collateral damage.”

Rook nodded in agreement. “Raccomen can play support, separating the fields of battle. If Law’s our vanguard… I will say one thing. He’s every bit as terrifying as those two lurking in that tower. Or even Sataistador, lurking… wherever he’s lurking.”

“It’ll be difficult…” Raccomen looked between Lira and Rook, before his gaze settled on Argrave. His eyes seemed infinite, but Argrave didn’t dare peer within. “…but not impossible. If Kirel descends, however, all bets are off.”

“That’s unlikely. The battle isn’t pitched enough in his favor for him to risk his hide—they’ll fight a war of attrition before a straight slugging match any day. And once we stabilize things in the Great Chu, muster whatever forces we can, the sky tower awaits,” Argrave filled out the remainder of the plan.

“Basically so,” Lira agreed. “It’s the crux of their power in this land. There, injured gods might heal, new divine troops are born, and the webs woven into the imperial court remain. So long as it stands, their presence in the Great Chu cannot be fully removed. But… even for us gods, a tower of that height will be difficult to assault. We’d need an excellent point of attack—a mountain, from which magic springs naturally. Not a common phenomenon.”

“We’ll have more time to get the lay of the land once our feet are on it. Our first objective should be to get a foothold, plan our further advancement.” Argrave walked around as he thought through things.

“Numerically, we’re still at disadvantage,” Anneliese continued, cautioning. “The Coalition has more gods than our Union. Qualitatively, however, I cannot deem our force inferior. Each and all here have left their name in history before, and I believe will leave it again. I theorize this will ultimately be like fighting up a stairwell, for us—with each step we advance upwards, the Great Chu still stands above. If they succeed once, we fall… but once we reach the top, we will be at an equal level.”

“Well spoken,” Raccomen agreed, and most other gods validated that perspective.

Lira walked back up to their group. “I have some friends in the Great Chu as part of my connections. While they’ll be some help in the battle to come, they’re proving ample help before. We’ll come upon the coastal fortifications of the Great Chu about midday tomorrow. I have some information about the composition of troops there, but the machinations of the gods are beyond these people.”

“Argrave and I have plans to deal with the defense posed by the Great Chu,” Anneliese nodded. “All we need is reprieve from the gods—a battlefield between mortals alone, free of interruptions. If you can display unimaginable power, it will be all the easier for the mortals of the Great Chu to break and rout. We don’t intend to wantonly slaughter the people of this land. They’re needed for the trials ahead.”

All of the gods nodded in quiet agreement. Argrave cast one last glance at the sky tower, then looked back at the assembled deities. “Barring the final details, we agree with the generalities. Morning tomorrow, when information is more available, we can predict what’ll be done specifically. For now… we’re all prepared, aren’t we?”

The gods gave their affirmation, and it was settled. This Blackgard Union, born in the White Planes, was to assault the millennia-old Qircassian Coalition in a bid to destroy two of the oldest gods to walk the earth.

***

“Bluntly put, Durran, I think you’ll end up being very important,” Argrave told his old friend. They sat at a secluded wooden table in the Sea Dragon.

“Aren’t I already?” The tanned southern tribal with gold eyes and tattoos stretched his arms out languidly.

There were a few things that had been taken with them for this long voyage. Durran’s wyverns, and all their riders, were one of them. Argrave might’ve had Lira make a bigger door so the beasts could pass at will, but Argrave wanted to limit how much could pass through at the same time in case the worst came to pass and the Sea Dragon was compromised.

Durran had proven his worth countless times, first in the Burnt Desert against the Vessels, and then against the Imperial Navy of the Great Chu. His battalion was pivotal for their future success, especially now. Magisters of Order of the Gray Owl rode on their wyvern’s backs, delivering the power and adaptability of an S-rank spellcaster anywhere the skies could take them.

“You won’t be part of the vanguard, so they won’t write any ballads about you. You’re more of a secret important person, like a spy,” Argrave poured cold water on his friend’s burning ego.

“They’ve written ballads enough, anyway,” Durran dismissed.

Argrave continued without missing a beat. “When there’s a safe pathway, I’ll need you and your wyvern riders to move expediently to isolate the commanders of our opposition. I suspect once the battle between the divines begins, it won’t take long for many troops to rout in fear. It’ll take far longer to ensure a safe route for you to advance, so they’ll have a head start on you. The Great Chu has magic weapons stationed just about everywhere throughout their nation, so it’ll be a messy flight. It’s very important you leave a good impression upon these commanders. You work for me, and in this scenario, I work for Emperor Ji Meng as his Grand Commandant.”

Durran narrowed his eyes and leaned into the table. “I’m fine with complicated. Impossible is another matter. These commanders are supposed to be powerful combatants, right? And you want me to subdue them, in enemy territory, without just killing them?”

“If you can. If they see your weapon, and you yell loud enough, it might not even come to blows. The commanders are going to be the key to winning the forces of the Great Chu to our side. Once there, you’re to tell them about me—Grand Commandant Sun.” Argrave slid a wooden token over to Durran. “Ji Meng crafted these. Symbols of rank, imbued with the emperor's magic signature. It’ll give you undeniable authority.”

“What are these symbols?” Durran thumbed a drawing on the front. “I’m worried that—”

“Worried that he might send a covert message? I know,” Argrave smiled at his friend’s quick wit. “Anneliese interrogated him about each and every one. The symbols merely denote one’s rank. That, my friend, marks you as my commander.”

“It sounds like we’re going to be collaborating rather closely,” Durran hefted the token. “Me and my brother-in-law, taking the world by storm.”

Argrave smiled, choosing to neglect to inform Durran he’d first considered Melanie for the role given her continued success in doing amazing things for their cause.

“Yeah. You’ll need to make up a story about why you have the emperor’s dadao. Like I said earlier, it could be a blessing if you play your cards right.”

“It’s been a nice weapon,” Durran admitted, looking to the side where he’d left it leaning against the wall. “Considered having it attached to a pole, turning it into a glaive. Suppose it’s fine as is.”

Argrave nodded with nothing more to say.

“Elenore tells me that little kid I’ve seen running about with a huge entourage of guards might just be the key to set me free of my life-or-death bet with the Alchemist.” Durran set his arms on the table. “That you’re getting closer, daily.”

Argrave’s mind wandered back to Sophia and her troubles as soon as she was mentioned. “It’s true,” he nodded. “Complicated, but true.”

“Must be a nice child,” Durran noted.

“Yeah. She is.” Argrave nodded, though he wondered if it could stay that way given the path fate had in store for her. “Why do you think so, though? Have you met her?”

“Because Elenore talked about the idea of children in a positive light for once,” Durran smiled.

Argrave chuckled a little. “Sophia adores Elenore.”

“Oh, I know.” Durran tapped the table a few times, searching for words. “It’s been a long journey. The people we once feared, we’re heading out to kill.”

“Someone has to. Funny how that tends to be us,” Argrave lamented.

“Funny indeed,” Durran leaned back in his chair. “Let’s have a light drink. Enough to make it easier to sleep.”

“Let’s.” Argrave nodded.

Of course, he didn’t want to spoil the moment by telling his friend his black blood still made alcohol useless on him. They drank, chatted… and for a moment, Argrave managed to forget his worries.

Yet dawn came quickly, and sunlight was soon to replace moonlight.


Chapter 14

Argrave stared at the steel docks on the southern shore of the Great Chu at the front of the Sea Dragon. He could see great silos full of the liquid fire that filled their turtle ships. He could see mounted ballistae manned by spellcasters that imbued the bolts with energy. He could see a huge garrison manning this coastal fort. Commandeered trading vessels stood like a wall of wood to block their advance with only a skeleton crew of slaves manning them.

The southernmost portion of the Great Chu was, like the north of Vasquer, cold and rugged, with sparse population. But even beyond this remote fortress, Argrave could see the first of the cities of the Great Chu. Jade and amber decorated the tops of their buildings, slender spikes ascending from the roofs of orderly homes and shops.

During the whole of their approach, Argrave felt as though he was in a trance. He was having trouble avoiding a recent memory.

Argrave couldn’t remember the words Elenore said to call Argrave back to Blackgard, but it had been enough to make him return home even on the eve of the battle. He did remember entering Sophia’s room to check on her… but within, he only found her dolls.

They had all died.

Their small size had enabled them to last a long while, yet the creatures Sophia had created lacked key parts of what made something self-sustaining. They were living—they consumed energy to live, like anything else. But the dolls she’d made lacked the ability to digest, to drink. The small child didn’t understand those systems, nor how they kept a body moving, so the dolls were born without them. Like this they withered away, performing their tasks until their death. Only Castro seemed to be spared that fate, for he was made in imitation of a real human.

Elenore told him that Sophia didn’t yet know they were dead. It fell upon Argrave to bring that news to her.

“Life, Sophia, is a very precious and complicated thing,” Argrave had said to the young girl as she sat on their bed, Anneliese on the opposite side. “You’re very special. You have the potential to create that life easier than anyone. But that creation… you can do great evil if you don’t understand what it means.”

Sophia looked at him, not quite understanding his point. And, inevitably, he told her what had happened to the dolls. And when she didn’t believe… he showed her. The dolls, once alive, now… broken. Withered. Lifeless. Decaying. Sophia had been fearful and guilty of what she’d done before, but with their deaths, true sorrow came.

They comforted her as best they could.

“Before you use your power again, Sophia, the two of us should understand what it means. Life is an important thing—a precious thing, that you should value dearly. It shouldn’t be started or stopped without considerable thought.”

“We were wrong to push you so hard,” Anneliese added. “You have no reason to fear us sending you away, ever.”

“But life, and death…” Argrave took Sophia’s small hand. “We’ll help you understand them together, as a family. Would you like that?”

Sophia, in tears, had agreed. She had created lives, yet her negligence also led her to take them.

Back on the battlefield, lives passed away much differently.

Argrave wasn’t quite sure who let loose the first attack, but once spellfire bridged the gap between navy and coast, the Blackgard Union’s counterattack against the Qircassian Coalition began. Dario’s ballistae fired from the sides of the turtle ship aimed at the men standing in the coastal fortress. Just as they fired, so too did the opponent’s spells bridge the gap, aimed at the whole of them. Anneliese soared forth, carried by her enchanted boots, and cast an S-rank ward to receive the first volley of magic. He saw her magic drain, then soar again as her foe’s power revitalized her being. She floated alone, enduring the onslaught of magic to give time for the navy to advance further yet.

Rowe’s staff, forged from Veid’s own heart, invigorated Anneliese’s ward to resist all comers, and her foe’s unrelenting assault gave magic sufficient to make them evermore. She was like a goddess of protection, flying through the sky and creating golden shields that blocked flames, electricity, and all such atrocities of magic. Yet even with her defense, causalities on their side were not small. Countless spells broke past, striking ships and the troops in them if the spellcasters aboard were not prepared.

Gods of the Qircassian Coalition descended upon them as a single wave of force from ahead and above, revealing their unseen forms. And rising to oppose them were the deities of the Blackgard Union. Law’s Justiciar’s split through into this world, clashing blades with titans that had appeared from nowhere. Rook threw daggers that had his divine servants imbued into them, and these blades became possessed weapons that hunted foes like vengeful specters.

As was agreed upon, Raccomen’s power distorted space itself, isolating the battle between mortals and gods. In time, spirits born from the wounds of gods danced into the air, and what was once only a battle became a hunt for food and survival.

The Sea Dragon advanced as all above it became chaos consummate. Argrave sent his blood echoes ahead where he saw power strongest. Once there, he cast spells to gut their foes’ operations before they could even get started. He saw people fall from the ramparts, torn apart so much as to be unrecognizable. He saw the coastal fort deform from the sheer power of his attacks.

Argrave’s blood echoes were well-suited for assaulting defenses like this, yet he wouldn’t be able to do it without his queen. Anneliese took half a thousand attacks without faltering. She was a machine of perpetual energy, conjuring wards that replenished her magic more than she spent. By the time any of her defenses broke, she had magic enough for two more—layers upon layers of impenetrable defense screening their advance as the gods did battle above.

The defenders tipped their silos of the liquid fire, hoping to set the sea aflame. In response, their casters, free to act in light of Anneliese’s unimaginable display of magical prowess, sent forth turbulent blasts of wind. Great gusts caught these towers as they fell, lifting them up and casting them backward. Great Chu mages on the walls of the coastal fort acted in tandem, and the silos split from pressure on both sides. The sludgy white liquid poured on the land, inert without contact with water, and slowly streamed into the ocean. Meanwhile, their foes prepared to pour vast amounts of the stuff from the coastal fortification. They’d set the whole sea aflame, to make it as chaotic in the ocean as it was in the skies.

As the Sea Dragon neared the wooden wall of trader vessels, he heard a horn echo above the din of the battle—their horn. That had come at Galamon’s order, as he was the commander in this battle. And it signaled a rather neutralizing tactic. It had been used at Mateth, if in small scale, yet now it would be unprecedented.

As Argrave looked back at the fleet behind the Sea Dragon, he saw countless mana ripples fill the air. With a deafening crackle, a wave of ice split through the ocean of greater magnitude than anything Argrave had seen before. It battered against the ward of the Sea Dragon, then broke past it. It continued on, on, and onward, freezing the entire coastline and suspending all ships. Their plan was simple—to freeze the bay itself, that they might make land and sea one in the same.

Veidimen warriors jumped off their longships and ran across the ice boldly, approaching the fortification from two sides. Meanwhile, the suspended turtle ships continued to fire Dario’s ballistae at the defenders, and spellcasters continued to harass. The wall of trading vessels exploded violently, casting the Great Chu’s liquid fire all over the ice. They’d been packed with black powder and a slave bearing a torch—more than an obstacle, they were mines, meant to prevent or destroy any ships that came near. Now, however, they’d been utterly neutralized. All they’d done was consign their slaves to a pointless death.

While men did battle on the earth, the gods did battle in the heavens. Their war was a chaotic mess that perhaps only deities could divine. Rook’s storm of daggers flew around him as he jumped from blade to blade like they were platforms. He was hounded by countless of Qircassia’s divine servants—winged monstrosities, all. Law’s Justiciars crusaded against countless, their titanic blades working in orderly tandem to suppress gods on their lonesome.

Argrave felt a terrible presence shake the air, and when he looked, a god that Argrave recognized fell from the sky tower above. Tyrg—minotaurian god of strength and prominent member of the Qircassian Coalition—descended with a gigantic hammer clenched tightly in his hand. Argrave saw the gold mass permeating the skies above shift. It would seem their ancient ally needed to move, to block this foe.

Law’s power crystallized in the form of a giant sword. Argrave felt his heart thump as his patron deity revealed his power. Sword rose to meet hammer, and the world itself seemed to shake as their clash spread throughout the coastline. Raccomen’s spatial distortion faltered briefly, allowing some of the god’s power through to the mortal battlefield. The frozen ocean cracked, and wayward energy struck ships and troops alike, killing hundreds in the moment the world of the mortal intersected with that of the gods. Then both divine weapons parted, ready to meet again.

As divine sword and hammer clashed above, the people of Veiden set foot upon the shores of the Great Chu for the first time in their lives. Argrave refocused and harassed those that fired upon them with his blood echoes, tearing holes into the enemy’s defenses piece by piece. Already, Argrave saw the gate on the right side slowly open. Lira’s connections proved useful—they had a man on the inside to prevent this from being a genuine siege.

Spells rained down upon their boldly assaulting army. Ebonice displayed its use against lesser spells, while Veidimen spellcasters and enchanters displayed their prowess freely for all it could not block. Even from the isolated Sea Dragon, Argrave could hear the cries of war echo across the battlefield. He felt the effects of shamanic magic fade as the casters inside the walls of the fortress died, enabling teleportation inside the fortress. Argrave seized upon this moment to swap with one of his blood echoes, appearing in the heart of the structure instantly.

Argrave walked the ramparts, casting fire, ice, and electricity recklessly with his blood echoes. He was like a guiding spirit for the Veidimen penetrating this place, freeing space for them to pass. When he neared the center, a voice split into his mind—Elenore’s.

“Anneliese says the fortress is trapped. It’s triggering—and soon. I’ve informed Galamon. Evacuate,” she said evenly yet urgently.

Hearing her words, Argrave didn’t need long to get away. He looked to the coast, and then used [Echo Step] to move as quickly as possible. Anneliese descended nearby and created a ward around them to protect from this waning battle, allowing Argrave to turn his gaze from the fortress to the battle between divinity that raged above. As he watched, Law disarmed Tyrg more literally than usual, cutting through his weapon and arm both. The hunk of metal that was his weapon fell downwards, caught by Raccomen’s spatial distortion. Law, meanwhile, finished Tyrg with another swipe of his blade. The god of strength burst into spirits, whereupon he was consumed in a flash of gold that ate through the former divine’s essence like locusts.

As the ground shook, Argrave looked back to the fortress. As Anneliese said, its trap came to life. The walls rose upwards, twisting around each other like a flower closing on itself. The majority of the Veidimen managed to evacuate, yet some were caught up in it. When it formed a small bud, Argrave thought it was done. Yet fiery heat seared out from its core, and then in a burst of wind and fire, the steel fortress exploded.

The light of the explosion was like a third sun on the earth. Fragments of steel scattered everywhere, propelled by explosive force. Anneliese’s countless wards protected them from much of the damage, yet even many of them broke from the force. When it all died away, Argrave looked at what had once been a formidable fortress.

The large shipyard and its fortification had disappeared entirely. All that remained was a ruin of steel, fire, and flesh. Beyond the flames and the smoke, Argrave saw troops marching through the rugged hills, and a realization came to him. They hadn’t seized a fortification. They had merely pushed back the line, and only slightly.

Even now their casters melded the earth. They ruined the road that had been supplying this area, ensuring no troops could easily chase. They built yet more forts of a similar make to the one they’d just been assaulting. Doubtless it would be trapped in the same manner.

They had managed a foothold on the Great Chu. But in the distance, hundreds of horns echoed through snowy valleys. Tens of thousands of troops lurked in the mountains beyond. Argrave could see fortresses simply rise from the earth in key locations, taking shape. He saw magic weapons mounted atop walls, aimed at their forces.

Indeed—they had managed to get a foothold. And it seemed like that was all the Great Chu was liable to give them. They had not defeated the army of the Great Chu—they’d merely pushed them back slightly. To proceed further, they’d need to win hundreds of battles just like this one.

And not just here—in the skies, too, the foes that Argrave’s divine allies fought seemed to come without an end. Tyrg was formidable. But he was one of many, and all were sworn to fight the Coalition’s enemy in a pact not dissimilar to Argrave’s own Blackgard Union.

Looking around, disfigured and charred bodies lined this place. The dead and dying, sacrificing life for the first victory. So long as they were unwelcome here, they would be fought. And so long as they fought… there would be death.


Chapter 15

With the Sea Dragon connected to the heart of Vasquer, supply, manpower, and many other limiting factors ceased to be a significant issue in the shore of this distant and cold land. Their spellcasters, spared significant expenditure of magic by virtue of Anneliese’s stalwart frontline defense, worked the earth to build a great fortress. The architects of Relize were exported briefly to oversee things. To come from sea to land was the most difficult prospect, and now that it had been overcome, many things were set in motion.

In five tense hours, a construction of Vasquer adorned the shores of the Great Chu. It was certainly more formidable and defendable than the fortress they had assaulted, but it had taken them five hours to make. Yet now that they had one, they could have many. They had Raccomen, god of space, with his divine servants. The same creatures that constructed the great archway of Merovin could rebuild this fortress anywhere they so pleased. All they needed was sufficient space, and five minutes.

But their foe was more than a match for that speed. On the rugged hills ahead, surrounding the city beyond, countless forts dotted the countryside. Even now, the armies of the Great Chu were mustering to storm against their castle. Already Argrave’s forces were outnumbered, both in the land and in the sky. The assault from divinity had faded, but it was sure to come again.

Defending the castle was not man alone. Law’s Justiciars stood on the ramparts like gargantuan white gargoyles, swords at the ready. Rook and his divine servants—daggers, possessed by spirits—hunted down anything and everything attempting to come near the castle that was no ally to them. With those two deities guarding this place, their position could not easily be broken. 

All that said, Argrave would not personally oversee the war effort any longer. In this battle he’d been nothing more than a spellcaster—a potent one, he’d grant himself, but a spellcaster all the same. He had another role altogether, and one that suited him far better. Anneliese would remain behind to command the forces Vasquer, with Galamon commanding all of Veiden. Sometimes the best thing a king could do, Argrave reasoned, was delegate tasks to those best suited to perform them.

Argrave’s job was Emperor Ji Meng.

The emperor stepped back onto the land of his country, looking back at the now-melting frozen ocean in a survey of the battlefield. His eyes looked high at the fortress in front of them, judging. Some twisted part of him hoped the emperor was impressed if only so it’d make him more cooperative. But he said nothing, and focused on Argrave for his direction.

“My man will get in contact with the commanders we’ve just done battle with. Once we’ve established a channel of communication, we’ll arrange a meeting of some kind with those who’re willing. For now, we wait, we reinforce, and we react.” Argrave looked around the coastline.

“Is he dependable, your man?” Ji Meng questioned.

Argrave nodded. “He commanded the wyverns in the battle against your navy. An S-rank spellcaster.”

“He’ll need to be rather dependable. You’ve seen for yourself the formidability of Great Chu defenses. At sea, the Great Chu can falter. At land…” the emperor inhaled proudly. “You’re outnumbered. You’re attacking, rather than defending. Have you heard of the Battle of Red Valley?”

Argrave shook his head.

“Great Chu forces faced perhaps the greatest barbarian king in the history of our nation. Ten miles he chased our army, through a long and desolate valley far to the north. Hundreds of craters were left behind, much like so,” the emperor waved at the blast left behind by their fortress. “Half a million died. Our enemies comprised seven eighths of that figure.”

“The idea, lest you forget, is to establish communication before we have something like that on our hands,” Argrave reminded him, unimpressed.

“I merely sought to reinforce why this is a good arrangement for us,” Emperor Ji Meng shook his head. “My honor guard—they’ll be joining me, as you promised?”

“They’ve been informed of the plan. They’ll join you when you need to look imperial,” Argrave shrugged. “No need for you to speak with them too much, I should think.”

Ji Meng studied Argrave’s people as they worked. “Your trust is hard-earned.”

Argrave shook his head. “I trust the trustworthy easily. From what I understand, honest emperors end up with their heads dashed against the wall. You’re rather too ancient for your survival to have been dumb luck.”

“Then I believe you would live a long time on the throne. Do you agree?” Ji Meng noted.

Argrave smiled. “I plan to live forever.”

***

A scribe put down his writing instrument, reviewing the text frantically. When he was content it was without error, he rolled it until it was wound enough to fit into a bamboo tube. He fit the letter inside, then put two lids atop the tube that slotted in as if designed to fit there. These lids hummed with magic. Next, the scribe walked over to an apparatus in the floor. He lifted it up, where a hollow portion was just the right size for his bamboo tube. He dropped it in, closed the lid, then placed his hand upon it and willed magic inside the device.

The bamboo tube shot away, moving at speeds unimaginable at the behest of wind magic. It travelled through a long pipe beneath the well-paved streets of the Great Chu. Cities and cities it passed, transferring to various other pipes without losing speed whatsoever. Then, finally, it slowed, before coming to a rigid stop in another machine rather like the one it had come from. Here, the grass was green and vibrant, the trees full of fruit, and the vast city around brimming of life. It was a far cry from the cold south that it had come from.

A bell rung, signaling that a letter had arrived. Someone pulled back the door, grabbed the tube, and extracted the letter within with remarkable efficiency. Its reader did not read the text before she began walking with purpose to deliver it. She passed through a palatial estate in the heart of a city, where half a thousand people worked to support a very wealthy family.

After weaving through this estate, the letter’s carrier entered a courtyard. Eight waterfalls fed eight separate streams that wound through a garden of vibrant fruit-bearing trees. At the center, where the streams converged, there was a peaceful pond full of koi fish and water lilies. In the center of this pond, there was a circular pavilion, and a single man reading while seated cross-legged.

“Master Zen,” the one bearing the letter greeted, coming to bow humbly and offering the paper to him.

Governor Zen looked up from his book. He was a man of Chu ethnicity and heritage through and through, and somewhat small in size. He had a sharp goatee that made him seem quite handsome, and wore elegant clothes that enhanced that to a great degree. He wore spectacles that made his dark eyes seem quite large.

“A missive?” He set down book gently upon the table before him. “From where?”

“The south, master,” the servant bowed deeper. “From the letter pipes.”

Hearing it came from the pipes, Governor Zen reached out to take the documents without rushing. He read through it slowly and deliberately, the servant waiting by to receive his command when it came.

“Send a message to all the generals in this province,” Zen said calmly as he rolled the letter back. “Tell them to gather up every able-bodied troop they can, and mass them. Should the imperial court request that they mobilize, they are to ignore that command.”

“At once, master.” The servant made to leave.

“Ah,” Zen raised his finger, and that alone was enough to make the message-bearer freeze. “There’s another message. A message for the people. Tell them…” he smiled slyly. “Tell that the emperor’s ship has returned.”

***

Argrave stood on the coast deep into the night. Anneliese stood by his side, and he stared at the person across from him. Sataistador, god of war, looked down upon Argrave like a proud father.

“Here you stand, on new soil, King Argrave.” The huge man crossed his arms. “I’m rather pleased you’ve made it here. I truly hope it won’t be long before I can stop holding myself back.”

“There was a good moment several hours ago,” Argrave chided him. “You were notably absent.”

Sataistador tsked. “That table was too crowded for a proper meal. If I reveal myself once, the Qircassian Coalition will be able to find me again easier. There’ll be battles enough for my joining in the future.”

Argrave decided to move past the issue. “We’re trying to get a solid grasp on the military of the Great Chu. We have our foothold. So long as things go well, we’ll have our first conversation with their leadership.”

“They’ve seen that ship—the Sea Dragon,” Sataistador said, walking closer. “If any of their scouts lays eyes upon the emperor, the imperial court will grasp your intentions at once. Grand Eunuch Hao is the one in control of the imperial court by this point, ruling as regent. That’s the last bit of information I’ve managed to learn about its inner workings. Doubtless you’ve seen how ruthless the Great Chu is willing to be in defense of their territory.”

“We have,” Anneliese nodded. “Things are progressing on our end. Do you have a plan for the assault on the sky tower?”

“I do,” nodded Sataistador. “You need to occupy the Palace of Heaven. Only then can we safely assault the sky tower.”

“Lira said we need a good point of assault to attack the sky tower. I’m a little ignorant about geography for this region,” Argrave admitted. “Where is this palace, and why is it so important?”

“The Palace of Heaven crowns the highest mountain in central Great Chu.” Sataistador looked northward. “While taller mountains exist elsewhere, they surround the great basin that much the Great Chu resides within, and are quite far from the sky tower by consequence. The fortress has been entirely subverted by the Coalition. It serves as the landing point for hundreds of deities and their servants alike.”

Argrave narrowed his eyes. “Sounds like precisely the point that’d be best-defended, and by extension, most obvious to assault.”

“Precisely. And it’s where Law and his Justiciars will ascend to do battle directly. He’s rather fond of a head-on approach. I will admit, his servants are formidable.” The god of war waved between Argrave and himself. “You and I, meanwhile… I’m not overfond of allowing Qircassia to slink away into his realm. We’ll approach from above, cut off their retreat.”

“We,” Argrave noted. “You want me. To come with you. And from above, somehow—you do realize that the top of the tower is forty-five thousand feet off the ground, and firing off like an erupting volcano every so often?”

Sataistador walked closer, then leaned down. “Allow me to inform you of something,” he said, quietly and slowly. When next he spoke, it was rapidly and with great force. “This is not the first time I’ve fought with Erlebnis, nor Qircassia’s Coalition. Killing an ancient god of their stature is not at all equivalent to fighting a mortal empire, a mortal king. We must strike unpredictably, strike hard, and do things that have never before been done at every turn. Only then do we have the slightest chance of slaying even one of these two.”

Sataistador leaned away, taking a deep breath. “What you do with this empire isn’t my concern. I only require you to make it to the Palace of Heaven and occupy it in whatever manner you so choose. I will say…” he stroked his long red beard. “The Great Chu have built many fortifications. None are quite like the Palace of Heaven. As its name suggests, it’s meant to withstand the might of the heavens. I tried to take it once before, to claim the honor of slaying an emperor of the Great Chu taking shelter there.”

“Tried?” Argrave repeated.

“And failed,” Sataistador admitted. “The Qircassian Coalition gained it through Erlebnis’ subterfuge and treachery without spilling a drop of blood. You might try the same, given your history, and I’d even suggest it. Dozens of gods I’d call equals have thrown themselves against its walls. All failed, and some even perished—and this was without the divine and their children manning the walls. But without it, I’ll admit…” he looked up at the great tower of clouds. “Without it, we’ve not a chance of fighting Kirel Qircassia, god of land and sky, with Erlebnis at his side.”

“What makes it so formidable?” Anneliese asked.

“Ask another,” Sataistador shrugged. “Or find out personally. I care not to relive my failures.”

The god of war turned and walked away. At some point, his figure faded into the night.


Chapter 16

Argrave stood atop the newly-built fortress in the Great Chu and watched the troops labor to repair the ships. Many had been badly hit by the brunt of that great wave of ice that had frozen the coastline of the Great Chu. He had spent the night here after a brief visit to a still distraught Sophia, and the ice had either broken from the tides or melted. Now, half a thousand ships that were no longer seaworthy were having that issue remedied.

“It’s done,” Elenore told Argrave, making him jolt.

“What’s done?” he answered back in his mind.

“Durran’s made contact with the Great Chu commanders,” Elenore disclosed somewhat proudly. “Well, correction—he isolated one, and from there, I’ll spare you the details. Doubtless he’d like to tell you his grand feats himself. Rather than parley officially with the troops’ knowledge, they’d like to have a meeting in a secluded place come nightfall.”

“Not shady at all. I think I’ll go alone, without telling anyone where I’m headed,” Argrave remarked sarcastically. “Fine. Where’s this going to take place?”

“A few miles east, there’s a large sea cave in a cove. They intend to meet you within it. Durran’s scouting out the place now, but I suggest you come amply prepared. Even if not all of these commanders intend to try something, one or two may. If I were the imperial court, I’d let the meeting proceed yet try something of my own.”

“A sea cave in a cove. Lots of ways to die in such a place. Would you collapse it on my head? Or maybe there’s already a secret base established there, and they plan to ambush us. Maybe they’ll just make it blow up, like all their fortresses. The possibilities are endless,” Argrave took a deep, uncertain breath.

“…you always try and act funny when you’re worried. It’s unbearable. I’ll look after Sophia, so stop worrying about her.”

After having read his soul, Elenore broke the connection and left him alone in this cold place. Some of his worries did fade at her promise, so he stopped trying to think about how to be witty now and instead focused on how to be witty later, when his wit might save him from the machinations of Ji Meng and all others of this place.

“Where’s Rook…” Argrave walked away with purpose, muttering.

***

Argrave wished he could claim that the day passed without incident, but that was too good to be true. More and more Great Chu fortifications made the hills before them their home, and as more came, their temporary foes were willing to take more risks. They fired upon the fortress from above and below, mainly lobbing spells or, more mundanely, flaming barrels of black powder that exploded violently. Individually, they were negligible. Yet over the course of many volleys, casualties occurred in defending against them.

But time had passed, and the late-night meeting had come. Argrave looked around the cove he’d been bid to travel to. He’d always liked coves, partially because he liked the way the word sounded, but mostly because they always looked rather neat. This one was no exception. It was a large half-circle of a beach, shielded by two rocks that seemed rather like arms. The ocean continued past these arms, and in the center of this half-circle, he saw the aforementioned sea cave of this cove.

“Are the commanders present?” Argrave asked Anneliese. “Did they bring any plus ones?”

His queen scouted ahead with her Starsparrow. She kept her eyes closed as she said, “They did bring troops, yes, but not a great abundance. I notice no overt traps. From all I can see, this cave is only partially natural. There are strange patterns in the walls, but not carvings. More like… streaks. It’s… it smells quite salty.”

“That’s why they call it a sea cave,” Argrave reminded her. “It’s got sea in it. Not the letter, either.”

“I think this place was a salt mine,” Anneliese decided, still linked with her bond. “Tasting the walls… yes. Yes, definitely. It’s a salt mine. I suspect that’s why this cave opened—structural weakness due to mining, plus salt’s typical reaction to water. Still, despite everything, there are no traps that I can see, no more troops than might be typical.”

“And their general mood? Anyone acting unusual?”

“None are nervous,” Anneliese said. “That’s the most unusual thing. They’re high-ranking spellcasters. Just as we could, they could escape via teleportation. We shoulder as much risk as they do. Even still, I’d expect some degree of trepidation in some of them. Perhaps they are merely different from us… regardless, it interests and concerns me.”

Argrave didn’t know quite what to make of that, but he proceeded onward toward the cave after Anneliese withdrew her bird. Rook was around, somewhere, keeping well out of sight as he protected and scouted for them. The Alchemist was contained within the Ravenstone, ready to aid. Durran and all of his wyvern riders—plus the Order of the Gray Owl Magisters that’d ridden with them—were nearby. Argrave could even see some of the great reptiles despite some clever positioning in alcoves.

Durran stood out front of the cave, holding the emperor’s dadao on his shoulder. He looked around before joining them. He spared greeting, saying, “Ordinarily I’d ask you what you know about these people, but your knowledge is a little lackluster on this continent, isn’t it?”

“Don’t sound so pleased,” Argrave responded as they look into the cave. “I may know a few. The Great Chu never did something of this scale in Heroes of Berendar, though. You’ll have to forgive my ignorance on this one occasion.”

Together, Anneliese, Argrave, and Durran pressed onward into this sea cave, following the ocean alongside a smooth pathway. Durran kept the path illuminated with spell light. Just as Anneliese said, deeper within the cave there were strange patterns in the rocks. Argrave thought it might be something else entirely, but as more senses—smell, even taste—assaulted him, he had to concede that the walls around were all made of salt. He hadn’t known rock salt could be so beautiful. It looked more like polished marble.

They finally came to the commanders of the Great Chu in a wide-open area of the cave. Eight of them kneeled atop pillows in a respectful and respectable position, their backs rigid. Two guards kneeled behind each, the points of their drawn swords stabbed in the ground. As for the commanders, their helmets were to their left, while their blades were to their right, both across the floor in a display of traditional parley that Argrave was vaguely familiar with.

Argrave walked up, surveying them. All eight commanders were S-rank spellcasters, and each one had at least one guard of the same rank. Their blades were all enchanted to expel magic with extreme force. In the face of this overwhelming force, Argrave removed the black Inerrant Cloak around his shoulders, bunched it up, and placed it beneath his knees as he imitated their posture. Behind, Anneliese drew her sword from her staff and placed its point in the ground, kneeling to his left. Durran did the same, kneeling to his right with the dadao in the same pose.

None of the eight commanders spoke as Argrave looked at each of them in turn. He did recognize some of them, but there wasn’t much to recognize—he remembered these people only as eternally-hostile bosses that appeared on the coast of Vasquer in the late game. Their presence was minimal enough that many people—Argrave included—had viewed them as walking katana dispensers, placed there for the sole purpose of allowing the player to roleplay as the edgelord they were always meant to be.  Only Emperor Ji Meng had some substantial development, and could potentially have some role in fighting Gerechtigkeit.

Argrave took a deep breath and reached into his breast pocket. He pulled free a wooden token and held it in the air before them. “The emperor has named me Grand Commandant.” He willed some magic into it, and Ji Meng’s magic signature flourished. “You may address me as Grand Commandant Sun.”

Argrave’s declaration was greeted by the passive stone gaze of soldiers drilled for decades.

“Where is the son of heaven?” asked one.

“Safe, with his honor guard,” Argrave said, putting the token away. “I understand that this extraordinary circumstance demands extraordinary actions. Each of you may disbelieve me as you will, but I can take you to the emperor in due time. The son of heaven has learned that the imperial court is extremely compromised. Perhaps all of you witnessed that days ago, when the gods did battle above our first clash. Or perhaps you had those doubts when word came down from on high to attack the Sea Dragon, regardless of who was riding it.”

“When will you take us to the emperor?” another commander asked, seeming to care for no other matter.

“I can do so right this very moment, should you wish,” Argrave held his hand up. “But shamanic magic alone will take us there. And should you come, it will mean your full cooperation. You will be under the emperor’s banner once more—and as I am Grand Commandant, you would answer to me. Therefore, I believe we should converse first. The imperial court has hands everywhere, and I cannot risk one such traitor coming near the son of heaven.”

“The emperor would not come by escort of barbarians and gods,” one commander argued. “You seek only to weaken us by employing traps, tricks, and all manner of subterfuge.”

Argrave half-shouted, “You dare presume the mind of the son of heaven? You dare deem him weak enough to come under my thrall? If I did not have need of you, I would demand you kill yourself right now, cretin. But you may count yourself among the lucky.”

Silence reigned in this abandoned salt mine for a few moments. Even after that, the commanders were unrattled.

“Then why does the emperor accept the aid of gods?” another finally managed, far more diplomatically.

“Those gods serve my people. My people serve me. And I have sworn fealty to the son of heaven in exchange for refuge of my people from the deadly cold of our homeland,” Argrave pounded his fist against his chest, banging the breastplate. “We would settle here, in fertile valleys and rich soils, in exchange for our service. It is as much a pragmatic union as it is one of genuine loyalty. None living have brought me to my knees before, for in my land to kneel is to die. Yet Ji Meng brought us low, then offered to help us rise taller than we stood before. I intend to repay that debt with the blood he chose not to spill. And you, as sworn commanders of the Great Chu, are duty-bound to obey.”

Several of the commanders broke their uniform stoicism, looking between each other in what must’ve been consideration.

“You will take us to the emperor?” one among them asked.

“I will. Once there, you submit to my command. You will move only when I tell you to. You will do only what I say you may do. You will respect the authority of my commanders, two of whom kneel behind me now.” Argrave lowered his voice and demeanor as he finished with, “And you will show the son of heaven the respect he is due. If you will not agree to any one of these conditions, I expect you to pick up your weapon and leave this instant.”

The gentle sound of the waves against the walls of the cave persisted as Argrave waited for movement from someone—anyone. Yet none of the commanders rose to leave. It seemed that just as Argrave’s army had earned a foothold in the land of the Great Chu, so had he earned a foothold in its government.

But if they could infiltrate the Imperial Court of the Great Chu… who’s to say Argrave and his fledgling kingdom stood any chance?


Chapter 17

Argrave looked upon Ji Meng, resplendent in silver attire meant for an emperor. He had been groomed, dressed, and outfitted as befit his station. And that was how he was to be treated, henceforth, given the presence of the eight commanders in this flagship. In order to avoid being perceived as a puppet, Argrave intended to have this emperor meet the eight commanders alone.

“I won’t give you a script,” Argrave put his hands on the smaller man’s shoulder. “But remember that you’re never alone. No warding spell, no trick of light, can hide either sound or sight from me in this place. If you say anything out of sorts, or communicate any message wrong whatsoever… I’m more comfortable killing eight commanders, punishing you properly, and starting again from the beginning.”

Ji Meng looked up at Argrave, then nodded. “We understand, Grand Commandant Sun.”

Argrave took a deep breath, uneased by his rapid adoption of the royal we, then left the room. As he said, this room was watched—Anneliese with her Starsparrow, and several other casters with lesser animals positioned to hear and see everything. He slid open the door, then nodded to one of Ji Meng’s honor guard. They had been let out of their holding areas for the time being to give the emperor more legitimacy. Each were as well-drilled and watched as the man in that room.

Argrave walked down the hall, making a show of passing by the eight commanders so they thought he would not be present for this meeting. He said nothing as he hastened to get into the spot where he could be present for this meeting.

***

The eight commanders of this southerly Great Chu army entered the room, beholding the emperor. As soon as they verified the face of the man they were sworn to serve, they lowered themselves until their foreheads were pasted against the ground.

“We greet the son of heaven!” they said asynchronously.

Ji Meng looked upon them, scrutinizing as he let their energy subside. He said regally, “We note your greeting. You are permitted to raise your head and speak candidly.”

They obeyed, peering up at the emperor in a position that made these powerful men look rather like dogs.

“This servant would inquire about your well-being, my emperor. Your vital force…” the most devout among them said, seeming genuinely worried.

“Commander Yuan,” Ji Meng looked down upon the one who’d spoken. “We thought our command to you was clear. You were to remain in the jungle outpost.”

Yuan placed his head back against the ground. “This servant has no excuse. I heeded the words of the imperial court, who pulled me from that land and placed me here.”

“All save Commander Lu do not belong in this region.” The emperor brought his hand to his chin. “It seems each of you view us lightly. Mere weeks of absence, and you assign more authority to the words of our false regent.”

“This servant’s worthless soul is yours,” Yuan pressed his head harder against the floor, his armor audibly straining.

“We would claim it, had it not the best use in your own body,” Ji Meng declared coldly, looking at each of the bowing commanders in turn. “The imperial court has betrayed me, as it has many sons of heaven before. We did not die, despite the imperial court’s attempts. But we suffered an injury in the battle against Grand Commandant Sun,” Ji Meng stated matter-of-factly. “He possessed a weapon which I suspect is of divine origin that disrupts the flow of vital force into our body. It shall heal, but for now, we will allow our Grand Commandant to perform many of the tasks that we need.”

“My emperor…” one commander lowered his head. “I humbly plead you demote this… this barbarian. The mere thought of taking orders from one—”

“Our Grand Commandant bested you on the field of battle once already. He bested us in use of vital force, and it was only our superior combat experience that brought him to his knees before us.” Ji Meng looked at each of the commanders, gauging their reactions. “Yet it seems each of you would chafe under the idea. Perhaps you believe one battle does not indicate the superior strategist. As such, we will grant you one concession.”

Ji Meng smiled broadly. “I bestow each of you eight the authority to challenge our Grand Commandant to a duel. Should you win, we shall assign his title to one more suitable. One from the lands of the Great Chu. Perhaps… one of you.”

The almost outraged-sounding chirp of a bird filled the room, yet the commanders were each too surprised by this declaration to even notice.

“But make no mistake—our Grand Commandant is unquestionably suited for this role. His mind is as vast as the ocean we crossed, his skill is as sharp as the best of our blades, and his leadership is such that even gods yield to his authority. We permit you to learn these things on your own. One must be exceptional to be named the Grand Commandant of the son of heaven.”

The commanders’ eyes veered away from the emperor before them, looking to each other for the briefest of glances.

“Now, you have witnessed us. We bid you return to Grand Commandant Sun, armed with our words.”

***

“That wormy bastard…” Argrave balled his right hand into a fist, while the left clenched it tightly.

A mind as vast as an ocean, skill as sharp as the best of their blades, and leadership enough to make the gods yield… Argrave would’ve felt mighty flattered if those words hadn’t been spoken in that situation. Perhaps Ji Meng intended to get back at Argrave for constantly holding over his head the fact that they’d defeated him. He was testing—pushing.

But at the same time, that meeting couldn’t have gone better. That made it more infuriating.

He hadn’t even lied, really. Ji Meng had brought Argrave to his knees, and was bested by superior vital force—or in Berendar terms, magic. By declaring that Ji Meng could still remove Argrave from his position, he established his authority. The commanders had infinitely less room to doubt this elaborate scenario that had been concocted.

The only caveat to all of that was that Argrave might be called upon to defend his role in a duel. And who might be his opponent? Eight S-rank spellcasters, each of which was skilled enough to claim the role of commander over perhaps the best army in the known world. Fortunately, he wouldn’t be fighting them at the same time. Yet maybe…

Argrave turned his head to Anneliese. “Please tell me Ji Meng dissuaded them from actually fighting me by puffing me up so much. How were they feeling about what he said?”

Anneliese sat in a chair, caressing her forehead. “Well…”

“Good lord.” Argrave stood up, then walked around. He didn’t need Anneliese to spell it out to understand what a hesitant ‘well’ meant. As he accepted what had happened, he started to laugh. “This feels like something I’d have done. ‘Return to Grand Commandant Sun, armed with our words…’” Argrave laughed again.

Anneliese rose up to stand by him, not quite sharing his mirth. “They’ll be coming, soon, to speak to you. Do you want to…?”

“Abandon this plan?” Argrave closed his eyes, thinking. As he reflected more, some small amount of amusement resurfaced. “Maybe the old fellow’s got a point.”

Anneliese crossed her arms. “What point would that be?”

“Maybe one does have to be exceptional to be named Grand Commandant. Maybe my mind is as vast as an ocean.” Argrave tapped the side of his forehead. “Ever think about that?”

Anneliese sighed. “No, not that I remember. But I can tell that vast mind is made up, so I will say only this—be careful.”

***

Argrave once against kneeled in front of each of the eight commanders. Where they’d been cautious tigers before, now they seemed like hungry lions, each and all eyeing the throne that nature had thrust upon him. Or perhaps it was his imagination. Regardless, he was glad to have Anneliese and Durran with him.

“Seeing as each of you eight have come before me here, I’m going to assume that you saw the son of heaven for who he is,” Argrave said without much ceremony. “So there’s no misunderstanding, however, I’ll ask you this. Are you loyal to the emperor, before anyone?”

As they all answered ‘yes,’ Argrave waited to see if Anneliese would touch him to signal deception. Yet no signal came, and Argrave eyed these people before him with some degree of surprise. Each and all were loyal and true. This defied expectations. But it wasn’t them alone that Argrave needed to worry about.

“And can you be certain none underneath you are loyal to the imperial court before the emperor?”

This time, silence was his answer.

Argrave nodded. “Then each of you can see the problem. The imperial court is the beating heart of the bureaucracy of the Great Chu. They’re intended to be the all-powerful hand of the emperor. That power turned in favor of another can prove a tremendous obstacle to overcome for the son of heaven it’s meant to serve. It’s to be your duty to overturn that from within, with myself as your lodestone. It will not be easy. Should you defect your troops to our side now, all will turn to naught. So instead, I intend to turn you for subtler purposes until we can turn the table all at once and bring the enemies of the emperor to bear.

“We must regain this land, city by city, province by province, until the source of the malignance has been identified. Then, we shall purge the influence of Erlebnis and the Qircassian Coalition in one fell swoop, sparing those of the Great Chu the wrath of the heavens by returning to the throne its son.” Argrave looked between them all.

“This task will require immense coordination,” one of the commanders noted.

“It will,” Argrave nodded.

“Coordination best served internally,” another commander noted.

“Not necessarily,” Argrave shook his head.

The commanders looked between each other, then decided to disclose, “The son of heaven gave us one bit of authority. Your position as Grand Commandant… we may challenge it.”

“Challenge it how?” Argrave asked without missing a beat.

“Any of us may challenge you to a duel,” one of the commanders said boldly.

“I see.” Argrave nodded, then smiled. “And do you intend to invoke that right, now?”

The eight commanders of the Great Chu looked amongst each other and at Argrave in total silence as they pondered their choice. In the end, their gazes settled upon one person. Argrave remembered his name—Commander Yuan. All that Argrave remembered of him was that Ji Meng had favored this commander.

Commander Yuan rose. He certainly had the most magic of all present. He looked near thirty, though that meant little for magic-users. He grabbed his blade and placed it before Argrave elegantly. “I would invoke that right.”

Argrave exhaled from his nose for a long time. “Good. We’ll fight where I fought the son of heaven—on the front deck of this ship.”

“And if I may be so bold… please, request the son of heaven to watch this bout,” Commander Yuan continued.

Argrave’s smile grew rather wide. “Though I dare not presume the mind of the son of heaven, I will venture he may be an eager spectator.”


Chapter 18

Argrave kneeled beneath a full moon on the deck of the Sea Dragon. He was already getting tired of this kneeling business. If he were a believer in omens, he might think that this fight would most surely be his loss. His personal heraldry was that of the sun, while the symbol of the Great Chu—the moon—was high overhead, at its brightest. Despite this, as Argrave looked at Commander Yuan who kneeled with his sword placed on the ground at his side, he felt only confidence. The man’s face was hidden behind a demonic mask, but he suspected the same confidence was mirrored behind it.

As predicted, Ji Meng watched this bout, surrounded dually by his honor guard and Argrave’s own Veidimen royal guard. Patriarch Dras, Galamon, Durran, Anneliese, and from on high, even Rook—he’d gathered quite an audience. It was enough to fray the nerves, but Argrave’s will had grown strong from years of constant use and abuse.

The emperor lifted his hand, ostensibly acting as arbiter for this bout, then lowered it and declared, “Begin.”

Commander Yuan grabbed his blade and lunged, performing an incredibly quick draw. The moment that the blade left the scabbard it already glinted with magic, and a powerful blade of electricity sought Argrave’s neck. But just as Yuan already attacked, Argrave already defended—using his practiced casting speed, he’d a ward prepared faster than the lightning could travel.

Almost leisurely, Argrave reached for the weapon he’d placed beside him. It was Rowe’s staff, bestowed upon Anneliese, who’d lent it to Argrave temporarily. Would Rowe hate him for this? Yes. Was it moderately unfair? Perhaps. Did Argrave care? Anyone that knew him could guess the answer. The moment that his hand clenched around it, he could feel the power contained within this weapon—Veid’s very heart—course into his magic, strengthening it.

Great Chu had common spellcasters, common swordsmen, but traditionally the best among them were trained to perform both roles. Their weapons required an abundance of raw magic to use, yet there was an argument they were both more efficient and faster than spells. Yuan’s blade created waves of power easily equal to A-rank spells, judging from the impact Argrave’s ward had taken.

Commander Yuan sprinted across the deck, closing the distance between himself and Argrave with unnatural speed. The commander’s boots conjured gusts to give him incredible bursts of speed. Argrave saw the commander’s left hand glow with a mana ripple while the right prepared to stab forth his weapon elegantly, concentrating its power to break the ward. In response, Argrave merely sent out blood echoes. He had them cast nothing more than simple C-rank spells. Wind, fire, and water interrupted Yuan’s run, but to his credit, he regained his composure after being struck once and used enchanted gear to ward himself.

A stab from Yuan’s blade bridged the gap remaining and shattered Argrave’s ward, then the full might of an S-rank lightning spell erupted toward where Argrave stood. He was surprised that the man wasn’t holding back at all, but merely used [Echo Step] and swapped places with one of the blood echoes behind Yuan. Argrave responded equally fiercely—an A-rank [Burst], infused with his black blood. The spell rocked out with power every bit as fierce, if not magnitudes fiercer, than what had targeted Argrave. The wards Yuan made shattered, and he was hit with much of Argrave’s might.

Argrave knew his foe was well-equipped, so chose not to relent. All of his blood echoes unleashed the B-rank [Arc Whip], sending coiling lashes of electricity upon his foe. He was wise to be unrelenting. Yuan recovered and blocked with another ward, then dispelled it and slashed at Argrave again—once, twice, thrice. Another [Echo Step] removed him from harm, yet Yuan did a very wide swing, catching onto Argrave’s method to dodge. He sought to catch each of the echoes around him.

But then, he should’ve looked up.

Argrave teleported above Yuan, where his blood echo had prepared a B-rank sword of blood. Argrave merely fell down upon the commander as though his name was Aerith instead of Yuan. Blood magic, formed of black blood, and enhanced by Veid’s heart… few things could truly resist it. He plunged the sword into the man’s back, and it pierced enchanted armor and flesh both.

“It’s over,” Ji Meng said before things could progress, presiding over the whole affair.

Argrave looked at the old emperor, then dispelled the blade of blood and stepped away from the commander. He pried the weapon from Yuan’s hand, cast it aside, and then kneeled down to heal his former foe’s wound before he bled out internally or externally. When that was done, Argrave rose.

“There might be some blood left in your lungs,” Argrave informed his former opponent, now turned into his patient. “Let it remind you of your duty to the son of heaven should you cough it up.”

Argrave looked upon everyone that’d been watching. His own people seemed proud. The commanders and the emperor’s honor guard seemed a little mortified—it might be said Argrave was never even put on the backfoot. It came to him, then.

Argrave had become a force to be reckoned with.

He had everything he needed. His black blood gave him the advantage of power, [Echo Step] gave him the best mobility anyone could ask for, and after long bouts with both Orion and King Norman, he had enough experience to hold his own well enough. He’d been putting gods in his sight, and somewhere along the way, he got past just about everyone else.

Last, Argrave’s eyes fell upon Emperor Ji Meng. The man was neither mortified, nor proud, nor amused. The only thing Argrave saw from him was scrutiny, judgment. Perhaps he was wondering if he could beat Argrave, now. Regardless, the emperor gained composure, and turned his gaze to address the sizable crowd.

“Does anyone else intend to contest our Grand Commandant?” Ji Meng surveyed the crowd. “No? Then to conclude, we will say only this.” He looked at Yuan, then at Argrave. “It was a good fight, Grand Commandant Sun. We expect performances of the same level henceforth.”

***

“One of the reasons that Commander Yuan lost that fight was something that he may have mitigated.” Argrave looked between the eight commanders. He sat on a chair, while they kneeled—he figured it’d be fine, since he’d just beaten their toughest guy up. “He lacked critical information. Doubtless you understand its value, having risen to your current station.”

Each of the eight nodded.

“What we need, then, is information. While we’re acquiring some of our own, we’re sorely limited without an abundance of insiders. A deity that works for me has a large network of contacts, but none of them bear the same importance in the Great Chu that you do. More than your armies, your title is what I need, for now.”

Argrave wasn’t lying to them anymore. While Veidimen and several agents that Elenore trained scouted the whole of the Great Chu with druidic magic, the influence of the imperial court wasn’t something that could be easily perceived from above. He needed Great Chu natives in prominent positions for what Argrave, Elenore, and Anneliese had planned.

“I need your titles because I intend to attack the veins of the Great Chu, and conquer it back from the imperial court. From what I know, your people are leagues ahead of ours, financially speaking. Your use of paper money has allowed trade to prosper. And because trade prospers, you can support vast cities in places where local agriculture alone cannot support the population.” Argrave tapped the ground before him with his foot to emphasize his next words. “Our focus will be Grand Imperial Bank.”

Some of the commanders looked extremely alarmed, while others were entirely unaffected by this news. The difference, Argrave suspected, was between those who understood the importance of the Grand Imperial Bank to the health of the entire nation, and those who did not. The Grand Imperial Bank was wholly owned by the imperial court, and served as both a central and public bank. That simple fact gave them the keys to much of the country.

The Great Chu was far ahead of Vasquer. All of their major cities had sewage, running water, continent-spanning postal systems powered by magic, and vastly efficient transportation methods in manmade canals that might be compared to trains in speed. Paper money, while totally novel to all in Vasquer, was common here. And it tied the people of this vast empire to the government extremely closely.

Gold notes, silver notes—ostensibly they could be exchanged for gold or silver at any time, but in reality, Argrave and Elenore both doubted the system was without weakness. Soldiers were paid in these notes. Food was sold for these notes. Public transportation required these notes. Landowners, farmers, wealthy families, governors, commanders; each and all were expected to pay taxes not in grain or gold, as was common in Vasquer, but in gold and silver notes.

The Great Chu, simply put, ran on paper.

It had tremendous benefits. As Argrave said, it was partially responsible for great metropolises blossoming where ordinarily such a thing would be impossible. Excellent transportation coupled with highly convenient trade allowed food and other such resources that generally limited a city’s population to become non-issues. Paper money was undoubtedly convenient, but its purchasing power was backed by the government—one institution within the government, most specifically.

“The Grand Imperial Bank does more than simply lend money. It’s also responsible for storing people’s balances, creating more notes as needed, and preventing fraud,” Argrave explained. “It handles everything, from stock in companies, to—”

“Tampering with the empire’s finances could have devastating effects for the whole of the Great Chu,” one commander explained with a clenched jaw. “It’s a carefully tuned machine that, if gone awry, could have a rippling effect that consigns millions to starvation and poverty. Cities in remote regions like Nanji cannot hope to—”

“I’ve discussed this matter at length with the emperor,” Argrave cut in. “We aren’t speaking of destroying the Grand Imperial Bank.”

“You said we would conquer it,” the commander continued. “And conquest brings damages.”

“That’s a matter that the emperor is well willing to focus on once this calamity has passed by the Great Chu.” Argrave looked between them. The well-informed commanders still looked ill at ease, while those not in the know were growing alarmed by their peers’ insistence on the importance of the bank.

Commander Yuan looked at each of them and said evenly yet loudly, “Has the emperor not stated clearly enough for each of you that the imperial court has, for the first time in its history, been wholly compromised by the divine? You would bicker over money? Can the son of heaven not provide for his people, once calamity has passed? Has he not toiled, rising from the fields to claim his mandate? Will he not feed and shelter them even at the cost of his own fortune?”

Argrave nodded in quiet agreement. To say something positive about Ji Meng, he certainly wasn’t callous toward the people. When hard times came, he had a reputation for aiding them. Yet when the good times came, he’d expect the same loyalty from them on the field of battle. Perhaps it was because Ji Meng viewed the people as his people, and simply took good care of what was his. Regardless, Ji Meng was liked.

“I go with this only because I know how well it works,” Argrave explained, thinking of Erlebnis and how he’d been crippled after they had robbed his vault. “The Grand Imperial Bank is the foundation for so much of the imperial court’s power. Wrested from their hands, it can serve the son of heaven long enough for him to reestablish his primacy. I can assure you that our emperor would not allow this plan to pass did he not believe it necessary.”

Commander Yuan bowed low, placing his head on the ground. “I am the humble servant of the Grand Commandant.”

Apparently, Argrave needed to stab his subordinates more often—Yuan was the most enthusiastic. In time, each of the other seven commanders mirrored Commander Yuan’s expression, giving their fealty to him as Grand Commandant. With their support, Argrave supposed it was time for a hostile takeover of a state-owned central and public bank.

Perhaps next time, they’d not put all their golden eggs in one basket.


Chapter 19

Argrave was higher ranked, and so had access to higher-ranked druidic magic. With it, he could create a temporary bond with a tamed creature only. For this purpose Argrave used a messenger pigeon, and with it, he examined the most important city in all the Great Chu.

The capital city of the Great Chu, Ji, had no peer. Argrave could say so fairly confidently while viewing it from above. He had been to Mundi, Dirracha, Sethia, and even founded a city of his own, Blackgard, but nothing could quite compare to Ji’s radiant beauty. To begin with, it had no roads at all. The whole of it was navigable by wide canals upon which boats traversed in tremendous numbers. Beautiful gardens lined these canals, with walkways of impeccable gray stone connecting the whole city.

No building seemed poor or run-down. Most all had clean white walls and gray-blue pyramidal roofs that hung over the side of the building. Gold and silver decorated wealthier homes, and children abounded, many of them playing with kites made in the image of eastern-style dragons. The crescent moon symbolizing their nation could be seen in noble palaces all over the city, each estate containing elaborate gardens and statues with a history Argrave couldn’t begin to guess.

Looming at the far north of Ji was the imperial palace. Argrave had thought the Sea Dragon massive, but the imperial palace was a gigantic complex of buildings in the same style of architecture throughout the rest of the city. One puny wing of it was as large as the entire parliament hall and all accompanying buildings in Blackgard. The imperial court did its business within, running the whole of this nation.

Closely positioned by the palace, straddling the wall between the palace and the city itself, was Argrave’s focus: the main branch of the Grand Imperial Bank in the Great Chu’s capital city of Ji. It was neither showy nor ostentatious, blending in with much of the city relatively harmlessly. But below, the heart of this nation beat. Metaphorically speaking, that bank was the moon that governed the tides of the economy.

And they were no closer to it today than they had been before.

Now that Argrave had seen it, he broke the connection with the bird and once again sat in his quarters within the Sea Dragon. The past few days were both a relief of some pressures and the application of others on a whole new level. The fact they’d compromised not one or two, but eight enemy commanders in such a timely fashion meant that the strain faced by their invading force lessened immediately. At the same time, this lessened strain enabled their scouting efforts to begin in earnest.

With druidic spells, they scouted army locations and geographical features, much of which they already had thanks to Lira. But with insider information, they began to map out how the power structure in the Great Chu had changed in the wake of Ji Meng’s absence. This was the most important information, yet also the hardest to manage. It was so tremendously difficult that Argrave found himself at a loss in merely three days.

Anneliese slid open the door, and Argrave turned his head to her.

She walked in and closed the door. Only then did she disclose, “Commander Yuan was attacked. He survived, yet… he lost a limb. I’m told this is likely to relieve him of duty.”

Argrave lowered his head upon hearing the news, but was not surprised. The past few days, he’d had to accept that he’d bitten a honeyed apple that was poisoned on the inside.

Three of the commanders that they’d managed to contact had been assassinated. Now, Commander Yuan was direly injured and likely to be removed from service. Some of the attacks had been blamed on Argrave and his forces—the commanders were ‘ambushed’ by raiding parties that Argrave never sent out. Two had utterly vanished, and were presumed dead. Worst case, they were captured and tortured by the imperial court. Argrave couldn’t be sure what information they leaked. All eight seemed steadfast, but anyone could break under duress.

“I should’ve known that things were too good to be true. This must be the imperial court’s move. Rather than place men they know are loyal to them in the frontlines, they placed ones they knew were steadfast.” Argrave scratched at his cheek. “Then, when we reached out… damn it all. But these men each and all had S-rank guards. How could they so easily…?” Argrave began to raise his voice, but calmed himself. He nodded quietly. “It’s done.”

Anneliese walked closer to Argrave to sit beside him. “The other four are far too busy preserving their own lives to be of any genuine use. I—”

The door opened, and Elenore stood there, shadowed by Melanie and Orion. Argrave rose to his feet at once. “Elenore. Why are you here? This place is—”

“Melanie and Orion aren’t enough protection for me?” She walked in briskly, then the two shut the door behind her. “I had to come in person. I was getting a headache from these constant mental barrages of conversation you people send me.” She walked with unusual vigor and grabbed a vacant chair, placing it before the table Argrave sat at. “Sit. Everyone.”

Argrave slowly acquiesced from the sheer force of her approach. Only Orion stayed standing.

“Three days. Three high-level informants attacked,” Elenore summarized, her voice rapid and sharp.

“Four, as of minutes ago,” Anneliese cut in. “He survived, yet was injured badly.”

“Four, then.” Elenore tapped the table. “We were naïve. These people are more advanced than ours in every which way—why did we believe ourselves their betters in espionage?”

“Durran tells me he did a good job of making things seem natural—that he made it seem like he fought them, then got pushed back,” Argrave shrugged. “And the commanders themselves… I don’t think they were indiscreet. So how could—”

“The ‘how’ doesn’t even matter,” Elenore interrupted him. “The imperial court may not even have known—they could have simply purged those they suspected. I’ve certainly done such things before. We should move forward with the assumption the imperial court knows of our intent to target the Grand Imperial Bank, and the fact the emperor is in our hands.”

Anneliese nodded in agreement, then asked, “Should we change our—”

“No, we won’t change our target,” Elenore interrupted her—her mind seemed to be moving far faster than they could speak, at present. “The bank is their biggest vulnerability, I’m sure of it. Despite that, we’re fighting our equals—no, our betters at subterfuge in the heart of their territory, and they’re amply aware of our attempts to infiltrate and undermine their position. It’s no wonder out first attempt failed. The first battle is lost, but it was enough to bring me here. And I refuse to lose any war.”

Argrave took a deep breath with a smile on his face. His sister, it seemed, had gained some rather extreme motivation. There was nothing more reassuring than that.

“I’m bringing the vast majority of my agents to bear, here,” Elenore looked at everyone in turn. “We need to attack in ways that cannot be anticipated. I’ve thought of one, for now: we’ll capture the pets of prominent figures and imbue them with druidic bonds to spy. Lira’s connections should be capable of that much. Even one or two successful plants could open up the world for us. As for the four commanders remaining… we’ll change our strategy. Drastically. We face a proactive foe—but by moving, they’ve already given us a vast amount of information. We have to force their hand.”

Elenore nodded intensely as her brain worked, then she refocused. “Commander Yuan—is he reliable?” She looked at each Anneliese and Argrave.

Argrave nodded. “Probably the most steadfast.”

“The fact he was injured suggests otherwise, but it works in our favor nonetheless,” she nodded firmly. “If the imperial court acts as they likely will, Yuan could become extremely important. His removal from service might be the legitimate grievance that allows us to protect and empower the four people that are our informants.”

Elenore rose and walked to a shut window, then opened it up. Orion watched the outside uneasily as she peered across the land. “Kill our informants without consequence? I don’t think so. Their information is conveyed by pipes beneath the canals, right? We need to get at that, intercept letters. It’ll be difficult to do so without arousing suspicion, but the rewards will be immense. As for assassination… it won’t be ours alone who have to die. We can stage killings of our own, pin the blame, just as they’ve done.

“Mayors, governors, prominent merchants, local heroes… we’ll rattle their cage until the rats come scurrying out. Then, we’ll burn them from beneath until they squeal the names of their masters. We’ll reach around the empire, too. Ji Meng talked about barbarians on the opposite edge of the borders. If we tell them about the internal conflict… if we tell them about us, here at the shores, liable to strike at the heart of the emp—”

“That might be a bit much, Elenore,” Argrave stood, walking up to her. “The whole reason we’re targeting the Grand Imperial Bank is to minimize bloodshed, remember? I’m not opposed to assassinations. Better for a few to die than both our armies, but that? Provoking invasions?”

Elenore closed her eyes and stepped away from the window. “I suppose it may be… extreme. But Argrave, tell me—do you expect it to be easier to raise Ji Meng as a claimant if the Great Chu is stable and prosperous, or if chaos erupts in his absence?”

“You know the answer,” Argrave said, non-judgmentally.

Elenore pursed her lips, looking to debate things. “…there are other ways. We could sabotage the intercity canals, for instance.”

“I think there are routes we forget.” Anneliese also stood, and came to join the three of them. “Rook is present. He’s agreed to help. He’s already involved in some way.”

“I can’t fathom what he’ll ask…” Elenore closed her eyes and rubbed them. “He agreed to help in war against the Qircassian Coalition. This borders on something beyond that, but perhaps if we phrase things properly…”

“Didn’t Rook bless some guy you know? Some noble of house Jast, got disinherited?” Melanie chimed in. Everyone looked at her, and she cocked her head back in alarm. “What? Am I wrong?”

“No, you’re very right.” Argrave pointed at her, acknowledging the merit of her suggestion. “I kind of wrote him off because he took service with House Parbon. I figured Elias would help him land on his feet. But Stain… he does have Rook’s blessings.”

“I don’t know...” Elenore crossed her arms. “He’s…”

“He’s what?” Argrave looked down at her.

“He’s been a bit of an annoyance. Melanie somewhat mitigated that annoyance when she claimed the Low Way of the Rose. She loves making money, so I just route trade with the Burnt Desert through there, give her a percentage.” Elenore gestured. “But House Parbon’s been buoyed by that disinherited upstart. I suspect he’s a fair bit different from how you remember him, now. He’s grown into his role as Rook’s champion, suffice to say.”

“You’re giving him a rather ringing endorsement, I think,” Melanie noted. “Thinking back, Rook wanted me to be his champion. His blessings… can’t he change his face with Rook’s powers? We’d have someone reliable on the inside!”

“Yeah, he can. Stain… Veladrien of Jast… god, it’s been two years, I think,” Argrave looked up at the ceiling reminiscing on memories long ago. Stain was actually one of the protagonists of Heroes of Berendar—he was a pure rogue. They’d met him in the city of Jast, and he helped broker an alliance between the count and the margrave. “I hope he’s still scared of me. It’s worth talking to him. If he’s unreasonable, we go to Rook, ask for his aid.”

“Very well,” Elenore conceded. “Maybe I can integrate him into my network. If not, you’ll kill him for me, right, brother? He annoyed me,” she said with a sarcastic, childish pout.

Argrave smiled and touched her shoulder affectionately. At the same time, he didn’t want to ask Anneliese if Elenore was actually being serious. It seemed the deaths of these commanders had sent the Bat-Signal, and now the Bat herself came down to the Great Chu. It was greatly heartening.


Chapter 20

“What makes you think you deserve my help?”

The Stain in Argrave’s memory was a young man that was brown of hair, somewhat good-looking, but beyond that, largely average. Height, bearing—nothing about him stood out. He was Generic Thief Protagonist Incarnate. That was probably a good thing in his line of work. Criminals often dressed similarly not only to signify belonging to a group, but also to avoid having their appearance easily identifiable by the guards. The Stain that Argrave saw now, though…

He had grown his hair out somewhat. His face became sharper, and he grew better into the man he was supposed to be. He had a faint moustache and chin stubble that didn’t look terrible… nor was it something to write home about, granted. He sat in a chair opposite Elenore and Argrave on a desk, leaning the chair back and balancing it on two legs. One might call such a pose exceedingly arrogant. Argrave was waiting to see.

“Deserve? Did you miss the news flyers, the roaming undead, the appearance of lesser gods? It’s the world against Gerechtigkeit,” Argrave shot back at him.

“Yeah? And this apocalypse—invading the Great Chu involves it how?” He spread his arms out wide, stretching.

Argrave crossed his arms. He didn’t feel the need to explain everything to Stain just yet—especially not this colorful, cocky Stain. “Enemies intent on ending Vasquer lie in wait there, sieging Berendar. You can ask Almazora to provide evidence regarding that. Or, you can look to the fire in the royal forest. That was caused by enemy barrages, overseas. Regardless… I think you owe me a lot, Stain.”

Stain laughed and smiled. “I did work. You paid me. Even if it was generously, that was our arrangement. I put your coin to good work. Or maybe you’re talking about setting me up with House Parbon? That was more Elias than you, I think.” He stopped balancing, and the chair clattered down back onto four legs loudly. “But even supposing that was a debt, which it isn’t… you’d still owe me.”

Elenore looked at Argrave for direction, but for now, he didn’t feel the need to let her interject. He leaned onto the desk and said, “I can’t see how.”

“Erlebnis’ people approached me, you know. The things they offered… all they needed was for me to infiltrate Blackgard.” He waved his hand over his face, and suddenly, his face looked identical to Melanie’s. His hair grew redder as naturally as a tree changing colors with the seasons. When he next spoke, his voice was wholly different. “Could’ve done it easily. I turned them down, though.”

It wasn’t quite Melanie’s voice exactly, but it was enough to fool the ignorant ear. He waved again, and his face went back to normal. He started balancing the chair again. Now that Argrave had seen a demonstration, he was only all the more eager to bring this man into the fold. He was precisely the person that they needed for this.

“Not being a quisling to the only nation you’ve known doesn’t earn you any points in my book. It’s the bare minimum,” Argrave said, shutting down any notion that they’d owe a favor for that.

“I don’t know what quisling means, but I can guess. If you heard what they offered, well… I’m of a different mind. Not giving you up was betraying myself, you ask me. Fortunately, when you’re the best at what you do, you get to pick and choose your clients.” He pointed at Argrave with a cocky grin. “You owe me everything, Argrave.”

Argrave laughed at him. “My sister asked me to kill you. I haven’t. You owe me your life by that logic, you imbecile.”

Stain was without a response, but he kept that same incredibly punchable grin going strong all the same. This young man, it would seem, had been ruined by early success in Parbon. People that thought they were the new hotness were the hardest to work with, and it disappointed Argrave greatly that this was who the man had become.

Argrave looked at Elenore with a sigh, then stood up and walked to the window in the room. As he peered out of it, Elenore put some documents on the table.

“I’ve taken the liberty of outlining your assets,” she said. “You’re the main fence in Parbon, but you keep a good reputation by simultaneously helping people recover stolen items for a fee. A little clever… but rather high-risk. I have a comprehensive list of your clients, both thieves and thieved, who this information could reach. Overnight, that business crumbles.”

Stain looked closely at the list, but kept balancing the chair on two legs. “Business doesn’t tie back to me. I use false faces for every meet. Dead-end.”

Elenore crumpled the paper, then deposited it. “Poof. One source of income gone. Then, your druidic magic connection with Elaine in Jast… we work somewhat closely. I asked her to write me a letter describing her business with you, and if she’d be willing to end it. Well…” Elenore tapped another document, then crumpled it up. “Poof. A little less money for the Stain on House Jast. Next, money-lending. A word to the margrave, then… poof. Your little pipeweed business—poof. All the trade you have with the Burnt Desert? Poof.”

“But House Parbon would suffer t—”

“I said, poof,” Elenore interrupted him sternly. “You think Margrave Reinhardt genuinely cares if trade from the Burnt Desert withers? They’ve been at war with them for centuries. And speaking of Parbon… Argrave, what were they like last time you saw them?”

Argrave didn’t look away from the window as he said, “Well, I helped Rose walk again. Got Elias his limbs back. Father and son were willing to do just about anything for me.”

“How unfortunate,” Elenore grimaced. “Between you and Argrave, Stain, who do you think they’d choose? Especially when we inform them of all this,” she waved. “What do you think will happen to your ties, Stain?”

Argrave looked back. “Poof.”

“Very eloquently put, brother. Poof indeed.”

Stain’s eyes went toward the documents that Elenore hadn’t yet gone over, and Argrave saw his face despair slightly. He tapped against the desk, insisting, “If I’m to go into war… there has to be something in this for me, you understand?”

Elenore smiled. “Let me teach you a lesson about something called mutual benefit, Stain… and let me elaborate a little on who you’re dealing with.”

The princess brushed aside all other documents, and then retrieved one last one. She placed it on the desk boldly. It was a simple symbol—that of a bat.

“You’re the…?” Stain said in disbelief, staring at her. “But that’s…!”

“You did know, didn’t you? Who I was working with, back in Jast,” Argrave walked back up to the desk. “Did you think that was a bluff?”

***

“He can’t have changed all that much. Threatening him still worked great,” Elenore told Argrave, looking up at him as they stood on the deck of the Sea Dragon.

Argrave nodded. “Yeah. You might be a little scarier than Galamon was to him, even.”

“Good. I hope he has nightmares of me,” she said contemptuously. “Little weasel’s smart, though. He’d better be. I’m giving him more than he deserves. He put his foot on my desk? He could choose any face, and he chooses to look like that? Ridiculous. If I looked like that, I might consider—”

“Well, he’s no longer a thorn in your side, right?” Argrave interrupted before she could get carried away.

“The sight of him was a thorn in my eyes. But you’re right,” she shook her head. “I’ll make a little more money in Parbon, and we have an agent suitable for infiltrating the Great Chu. I’m hesitant to add him to the network of people in my head, though.”

“Suitable? He can impersonate anyone, from what I saw. Only Anneliese was able to see past it—maybe the Alchemist, too. [Truesight] isn’t a common thing, so I think that isn’t a genuine concern.”

“Maybe we’ll get lucky, too, and he’ll be assassinated by the imperial court just like those commanders. We can just give Rook a new champion. That elf, Ganbaatar, maybe. He was always respectful.”

“Gee, sis. These jokes you’re making—they’re hilarious. It’s funny because I know that you don’t actually want the guy dead or anything. Murder of our allies is morally objectionable, so that makes it amusing,” Argrave said with a flat affect.

“Yes, I concur, fraternal sibling,” Elenore returned in the same tone. “Stain’s death would be hilar—"

Argrave felt the coming of spirits through shamanic magic before Anneliese arrived. She appeared on the deck, staff in hand. Elenore jumped in surprise, but Argrave put his hand to calm her down then faced Anneliese.

“We’ve got a message, Argrave,” the queen said, breath a little heavy.

“What, from the commanders?” Argrave stepped toward her in concern. “Don’t tell me another…?”

“No,” she shook her head. “It was sent along with an enemy attack, cleverly disguised. A scroll was concealed inside a ballista bolt—a bolt that shattered upon breaking against the walls of the fort. Someone in the Great Chu is reaching out to us, this time.”

“Well, where is it? What does it say?” Argrave held his hands out expectantly.

“It’s safe in the fortress, I just forgot it in my haste,” she shook her head. “I remember it well, though. It was sent by a person who signed the letter with the name of Governor Zen. One phrase stuck out. ‘I want to help.’”

“If we’d like a fish hook through our lips, we might accept his help with wide-open mouths. Terrible bait,” Elenore shook her head. “Did he also say, ‘come to this location to kill yourself, drooling invalids of Vasquer?’”

“Less… directly, but perhaps,” Anneliese nodded.

“Not a bad place to send Stain for his first assignment,” Argrave held his hand up. “If this is the imperial court, we find a puppet. If it’s not, we feel him out.”

“There’s a third option. They borrowed this Governor Zen’s name without his knowledge, and he’s just a person who spends his days drinking tea and doing his job.” Elenore sighed. “But fine—let’s have Stain look into it. In the meantime, ask Ji Meng. We’ll compare the contemptible weasel’s notes to the emperor’s perception.”

“I’ve got nothing else to do, now,” Argrave shrugged.

“I’ll go as well,” Anneliese nodded. “Any conversation we have with him, I should be present. Agreed?”

“Of course I want you there. Let’s go.”

***

“Governor Zen contacted you?” Ji Meng looked between Argrave and Anneliese, then took a drink of his Ebonice tea to buy time to think about his answer.

His captors had been very careful, but they had made some mistakes. The one named Patriarch Dras had brought in a golden bird that apparently read lies. He’d seen that same bird perching on the queen, Anneliese, the day Argrave dueled with Commander Yuan. Furthermore, he’d managed to pry some information from his guards, the hulking pale elves. They knew of magic the Great Chu was wholly ignorant of—magic to tame animals, called druidic magic. By consequence, he had to assume the worst—that this woman would know when he lied by virtue of that golden bird, hiding somewhere in the room or on her person.

Ji Meng set the cup down. If his opponents could see his cards, it wouldn’t stop him from playing them. “I was hoping Zen would reach out.”

“Is he a loyalist of yours?” Argrave inquired.

“No, he’s a right bastard,” Ji Meng smiled. “An opportunist. A greedy, grabbing ghoul that spends most of his time quietly reading in his garden while he contemplates on how best to stack gold notes higher. Most importantly, he’s someone the imperial court can’t really touch.”

“Why not?” Argrave asked. “I’m under the impression governorships can be revoked at the will of the court.”

“By law. But not by reality,” Ji Meng shook his head. “His daughter’s my current empress. I forget her real name, but her regnal name is Tai Si. He raised her well, and he’s prominent, so it fit. Tai Si controlled the harem admirably. I hated dealing with those yammering—" he reminded himself of Anneliese’s presence, then rephrased, “Dealing with the harem myself was unpleasant.”

Argrave tilted his head. “Harem’s part of the court, isn’t it? Doesn’t that make him a likely candidate to be the imperial court’s lackey?”

“No, the harem isn’t the court. The two are separate; at the same time, they don’t lack influence. Half a thousand claimants to my throne dwell within it—my sons. Each and all of the harem came from prominent families seeking influence, and as such have clout, backing, sway within the empire. It’s why these women yammer so—they all struggle viciously to let their sons sit upon my throne. It’s why they came there. They wish to be empress dowager someday, spreading their legs while they pray for me to die that they might sit their child where I once did. The empress dowager holds genuine power.” Ji Meng stroked his freshly-shaven chin ponderously. “Perhaps I should call myself fortunate that my mother died long before I ascended the throne.”

“So, Governor Zen is the key to the harem, through his daughter.” Argrave put his hand to his chin in mirror of Ji Meng.

“And the key to the empire’s food,” Ji Meng drank his tea again. “The region he governs controls a vast army and the majority of the food supply of the entire nation. All in all… Zen is a man we’ll want to know.”

“Especially you, by the sound of it,” Argrave highlighted.

Ji Meng nodded without missing a beat. “Especially me.”

Argrave cast a glance at Anneliese, and Ji Meng felt his suspicion she would know that he lied all the more founded. Why else would the king so often look to her for guidance? They could see his cards, true enough… but Ji Meng didn’t intend to let that fact overwhelm him. Already, things proceeded as he hoped despite that.


Chapter 21

It seemed that, whenever Stain found himself gaining a solid foothold, a certain someone would appear and sweep everything away. It was rather troubling that the person in question was a monarch, while he was merely a disowned noble whose family hated him. When he was coming into his own as a thief—suddenly, there was a huge man putting a blade to his throat at Argrave’s direction. When he was coming into his own as the steward of House Parbon, a Bat swooped down from the sky and picked him up at Argrave’s direction. It was all rather unfair.

“You’re going to be a puppet for us,” Elenore had explained. “One made of flesh. You’re going to dance on our strings, go to where we tell you, and then you’re going to say precisely the things I want you to this person. Argrave’ll be doing druidic magic, and I’ll be connected to him through Vasquer. We’ll hear and see all you do. You need to talk to someone.”

“This person I’ve been investigating—Governor Zen?” Stain asked.

“Puppets don’t ask,” Elenore had told him. “We need to get connected. Come here.”

And so, catching on quickly, Stain hadn’t asked what a connection was. But now, he could talk to someone with his mind alone. The gods surely were crazy…

“Right, I’m, uhh…” Stain said in his head to the person on the other side. “I’m stepping on a canoe… thing. In the canal. It’s got a roof. I’m crouching into it.”

“We’re watching your every move. I don’t need an active narration,” Elenore’s voice pierced his mind, sharp as ever.

Stain nodded, feeling a little bit of fear as he joined a bunch of people in a cabin. A man of the Great Chu stopped him before he sat, holding out his hand and asking for his fare. Stain produced a few paper notes that gleamed silver and held them out. It was a fair bit easier to steal paper than gold, he found. But then, petty thief, businessman—he couldn’t do either, really, so long as Argrave was peering from on high.

Stain sat down besides several others from this Great Chu. He looked no different from any of them, and returned smiles where he was given them without saying a word. A few moments after he took his seat, the man who’d taken his fare slid shut wooden doors, and the strange roofed canoe started to move incredibly quickly. Stain grabbed the seat beneath him for a moment, then peered out the side through the barred wooden windows.

The countryside of the Great Chu passed by faster than any horse or carriage had ever taken him. Things were a blur if he didn’t actively focus on them as they went by. The ride was smooth—incredibly smooth, even, and the faint mist passing through the windows made it somewhat cool and pleasant. They travelled along a canal, and as they did, other boats passed by close enough to make Stain flinch slightly.

The rugged hills of cold disappeared behind him, and soon were replaced by a towering yet flat highlands. Beyond that, a verdant valley, and miles and miles of terraces of some crop Stain couldn’t recognize. This place was like a whole different land—a whole better land. There was so much opportunity here… these silver notes, gold notes—one man, alone, could steal hundreds of thousands of them. And who was Stain, if not someone extremely well-suited for such a place?

“Get off here,” Elenore’s voice came as command.

The words were cold water to his sleeping mind. Stain couldn’t begin again. If he decided to, someday Argrave would show up, hold another weapon to his throat by way of ensuring compliance, and demand something of him. There were sayings about fools and the quantity, and Stain did not care to be fooled thrice. So, begrudgingly, comply Stain did. He rose and exited. All around was one of the most beautiful cities that he’d ever seen. The buildings, the gardens…

“You’re not a tourist. You live here, flesh puppet. Act like it. Take the right pathway until the first left.”

Stain, whipped into shape, walked down the pathways of the city. He took turns when designated, walked across bridges over canals when bid, and hopped aboard transport vessels when it was necessary. By the end of it all, he stood before a neighborhood of grandiose estates. It was gated off, and he paused near the gate while trying not to attract the attention of the guards standing all around the gates.

“Hello? Puppeteer? My strings are a little quiet,” he called out in his head.

Elenore was silent for a long time before she said, “Wait around.”

Flabbergasted, he managed, “What if loitering’s illegal?”

“You’re good at breaking laws.”

Stain nodded, fed up. He muttered to himself, “Right. Breaking laws. Just great at it. Foreign land, no friends… why am I here? What did I agree to?”

After a while, Elenore told him, “Go buy a drink in that building with the red dragon hanging above the doorway.”

“A… drink?”

“Puppets don’t think.”

Without any room for argument, Stain looked around until he spotted the building she’d mentioned. He entered inside, where the people chatted boisterously. It was drastically different from places in Vasquer. The men sat on pillows before low-lying tables, drinking out of wide-brimmed cups filled with some clear liquid.

Without further direction from Elenore, Stain sat at a table, trying his best to imitate the posture of some others present. He saw a bird at the windows—his guide—but obsequious staff shooed the bird away.

A woman in a strange ceremonial dress came up to him and kneeled in a strange manner. Looking about, they were all doing this. She bowed and said, “Welcome, good master. What may I serve you today?”

“Just, uhh… something to drink.” He put all his notes on the table—he didn’t know how much a drink cost, so he figured all would suffice. The woman looked at the notes, and then him, strangely.

“At once, good master.”

Stain was rather impressed with the servitude, despite himself. Elenore’s voice cut in, saying, “There’s a man in blue garb with a white flower pattern near his belt. Find him.”

Stain’s eyes searched the room, searching for the man she’d described. As he did, he locked eyes with a man. The man half-rolled away from his table before he sat near Stain.

The man looked at his notes. “This is a nice establishment,” he said.

“I’m, uhh… happy to try it out,” Stain smiled genially, looking around.

“We don’t take kindly to the rude. The ill-mannered,” the man continued.

Stain finally found the man, hiding away in one corner of the room. He communicated to Elenore he’d found the man while saying disarmingly, “I apologize for any offence I might’ve caused.”

“If you’re sorry…” the man leaned in, and light fell upon his red nose. Just then, four other men came up to his seat, and Stain surveyed each of them for weapons. “How about we all drink? Eh?!”

All the ones near him cheered in tandem with this fellow, and soon enough he’d a table full of red-nosed people. He waited for word from Elenore while he managed to extract pivotal information about this bizarre situation—a man only places on the table what he’s willing to spend, at least in the Great Chu. And Stain had placed an exorbitant sum indeed.

“The man in blue—he’s a diplomat. When he leaves, ambush him, knock him unconscious. Steal his face, his clothes, and the wooden token he has in his pocket.”

The flesh-puppet dealt with the drunkards while keeping an eye on the blue-robed man. Soon enough Stain was involved in a drinking game. He was deft enough to avoid drinking, but he did attract a lot of attention. In time when the blue-robed man left, he had to contrive an excuse to get away. He only succeeded by leaving his silver notes—but on the way out, he nabbed some from another table.

It was difficult work tracking the diplomat through the city, especially as he tended to stick to crowded walkways. He followed him for a good twenty minutes, but the crowds were so dense it was impossible to get him isolated.

“You’re taking too long,” Elenore scolded.

Stain wracked his brain, then approached the man as they passed by a bridge. With his boot, he picked out the bridge’s railing. Then he bumped into the man, hard. The wooden railing cracked, and the man was sent tumbling off. Stain, then, rushed to the side of the canal, where he graciously helped him. The man was totally ignorant his assaulter and savior were one in the same.

“What damned luck! Whoever… damn it all, I have places to be!” the man shouted, spewing complaints of similar caliber without an end.

“Listen, I… maybe I can dry you off with a spell,” Stain explained. “But not out here. Someone might get hurt.”

“You’ve not a drop of vital force,” the man looked at him suspiciously.

“Well…” Stain raised a hand, where rings shone. “I’ve got rings for this sort of thing. You’re a diplomat, right? For the court. I understand you’ve got places to be—just don’t forget me.” The man looked puzzled and was about to ask how Stain knew that, but then he held up the wooden token. “You very nearly dropped this.”

The diplomat snatched away the token. “Fine… fine, but I’m in a hurry. Quickly, now.”

Stain led the man into an alley, saying, “You’re sure you won’t forget this? I mean, without me, you very nearly could’ve…”

The man couldn’t look Stain in the eye, and begin to say, “Listen… I’m just a diplomat, I can’t exactly do the biggest of fav—"

From there, a bit of expert blunt force to the back of his neck was enough to bring him down. He might not walk again, but that was the price of doing business. Stain hid him further, took his clothes, his possessions, his money, and lastly… Stain studied his face hard, examining his eyes, and then did his best to imitate it on the fly. With that done, he walked out.

“Back to that gated neighborhood,” Elenore’s command came. “The token should grant you entry.”

“Wasn’t that good?” Stain asked, doing as she said.

“Dogs get treats. Puppets get put back in a box with other puppets.”

“I think I’d rather be a dog, then,” Stain muttered.

Stain weaved back to the spot, showed the token to someone at the gate, and they let him pass.

Once inside, more directions. “The house with the jade monkeys above the archway. Go to it.”

With rapid steps, Stain made his way by countless guards that stood vigil over the affluent people abounding in this place. He did find the estate with the jade monkeys above its entry archway.

“Tell the guards there you need to speak to Governor Zen about something in the far south. Flash the token again.”

Stain walked up to the pike-wielding guards, looked at them, and repeated what she’d said more or less verbatim, flashing his pass. They nodded, and then one of the two led him into the mansion. The place was winding and complex, but soon enough he found himself in a grand courtyard with ponds filled by waterfalls, strange fish, and lily pads. At the center was a pavilion where a man sat.

“Here,” the guard directed him.

Stain nodded at the man, then walked across the wooden bridge to make it to the pavilion. The man who sat-crossed legged before another low-lying table like the ones at the drinking place was so absorbed in his reading he didn’t even move at his approach. Stain cleared his throat—nothing, still. Boldly, Stain decided to sit before him. Only then did Governor Zen lift his head, eyes made large by his glasses.

Stain set the token on the table by way of greeting.

“A diplomat?” Stain set his book down. “I don’t know you. You sat at my table. That’s rather rude. Have I offended someone? Who do you work for?”

“You said you wanted to help us,” Elenore said, and Stain repeated it exactly as she instructed. “We’ve just come to hear about that.”

“Help? Who’s us?” Governor Zen removed his glasses.

“I would think it’d be difficult to forget firing a ballista at our fortress,” Elenore said, and Stain acted as her mouthpiece again.

Governor Zen stared at Stain right in the eyes as he set his glasses down. “You… you’re from the south. But…” he smiled broadly. “A diplomat? They’ve a…? Well, that’s something to consider. But I’ll let you explain. Am I to understand you represent the people that brought the Sea Dragon to the south shore? Who are you to them?”

“I’m their trusted messenger,” Elenore said. “I’m their mouth and ear, both.”

“I’m their flesh puppet,” Stain said instead. “But the puppeteer’s listening.”

There was silence as Elenore and Zen both digested that in abject silence. Elenore said, “You’ll be wearing strings by the time you—”

“Flesh puppet,” Zen started talking, and Elenore went silent to listen as well. “I can work with that. Who’s pulling the strings?”

“That depends. Who’d you want to help?” Stain said as Elenore’s mouthpiece.


Chapter 22

“By rights, I should call the guards and have you cast into prison, tortured.” Zen carefully placed a bookmark into his book and set it aside.

“Do it,” Elenore said inside his head.

“I’m not telling him to ‘do it,’” Stain replied to her as he stared steadfastly. When he opened his mouth to respond to Zen, he said instead, “You’d at least like to hear us out, right?”

Zen tapped his book with one finger. “I hear a lot either way.”

Stain’s gut swirled with nervousness, but Elenore said, “You imbecile. I hope your parents are siblings, otherwise there’s no justification for such continual stupidity. Say. Do. It.”

“Do it,” Stain said.

Governor Zen smiled, and stroked his wispy goatee. “You’re loyal enough to them to suffer that?”

“You should look out across the pond. Then, just say that this way is faster for the both of you.”

Stain very nearly said ‘look out across the pond.’ He tied his tongue in time, then looked out into the pond sagely and repeated, “This way’s faster for the both of us.”

“And doesn’t necessarily preclude the other.” Zen stopped tapping the book. “But I can’t be disloyal to the imperial court. You understand, they have ways of… keeping people in line. Sending people like yourself to people. Hounds, to sniff.”

Stain stared in silence, waiting for Elenore’s direction. After a long moment of indecision, she finally commanded, “Take away your blessing in front of him.”

“He’ll know my ability. If he knows, and he’s not with us, the whole imperial court could know. If the imp—”

“It’s a calculated risk,” Elenore interrupted. “And done with the king’s approval. Even if the imperial court learns of you, they can’t truly do anything but be more cautious.”

And what about my safety? Stain stared without saying anything. He stalled for time, asking, “You think I’m a hound?”

“I didn’t say that,” Zen said.

Meanwhile, Stain demanded of Elenore, “He thinks I’m a hound. I deserve a treat. Give me a seat on parliament, and a title.”

“Parliament?” Elenore’s voice was sharp. “You don’t have time to—”

“I can have someone fill it, just give me a seat.”

Elenore responded with only silence. Zen observed Stain and noted, “You’re awfully quiet.”

“I’m debating the quality of the answer I should provide,” Stain reassured Zen while he waited for response from Elenore.

“We’ll name you the Baron of Crenshaw,” Elenore offered.

Silence hung in both Stain’s mind and these ponds.

“Fine. Whitefields,” Elenore offered grandly. “The old duke’s seat.”

“I think this would best suffice as answer,” Stain said with a smile, then withdrew his blessing. Governor Zen beheld Stain’s non-Chu features, even leaning back slightly in response.

***

Elenore was trying very hard not to pull out her hair as Argrave laughed. They stood, touching Vasquer, as her brother scouted out Stain’s conversation with Governor Zen. Argrave kept repeating, “You’ve gotta admit, he’s earned it,” and “Who else could do what he’s done?” Even worse yet, she could feel his amusement through their mental bridge with Vasquer. Their distant ancestral matriarch watched like a mother, though did not intervene.

“So… you’re not just a mole. You’re… what are you, exactly? Governor Zen asked, more curious than intimidated.

“Someone with the authority you need to tell you things you need to know, and ask questions that need to be asked,” Elenore said, and Stain recited it well. Sometimes he could be agreeable. Other times…

Governor Zen leaned back on his hands. “I was expecting some contact. But I wasn’t expecting it so quickly, nor from someone like you. I thought they’d come at the emperor’s direction, if he was still alive. But it seems…?”

“The emperor’s alive,” Elenore and Stain said.

Zen didn’t even seem remotely surprised. “Did he ask about his children? My grandchildren, that is?”

“Not even once.”

Governor Zen didn’t quite smile, but he did give a knowing expression. “So, you know him. Or knew him, if you’re lying and he’s dead. I’d ask for further proof, but any you give me could be fabricated. We’ll proceed with the assumption he is alive, and you do have him.” Zen leaned back in, and grabbed the sides of the table. “What’s your intent?”

“That depends. Are you the hound of the court?”

Governor Zen laughed through his nose. “I imagine they’d rather like if I was. But, no.”

Anneliese, also scouting, gave no indication to Argrave or Elenore that this was a lie.

“I’ll ask again,” Zen continued. “What’s your intent?”

“What else?” Stain recited. “Restoring the emperor to his throne.”

“I believe I get the picture.” Governor Zen looked down at his book, then stroked the binding as he deliberated over what to say. Elenore couldn’t say how he’d gotten the picture, but then maybe it was a bluff of some kind. “I mentioned I had grandchildren, correct?”

“You did.”

“I rather love my grandchildren. From birth, they’ve had to sacrifice a great deal.”

“They’re the children of the emperor and empress, aren’t they?” Elenore played along.

Zen focused. “Their sacrifice was normalcy. They couldn’t afford such a thing. You might deem me a hypocrite considering I was the one who arranged for their lives to be as such, yet the Zen family… the Zen family is tightly knit. My daughters, my sons, even my wives—they understand why I do the things that I do, and I suspect we all share the same…” he tapped his lip for a moment as he considered the word, then said deliberately, “…the same aspiration. Family before all.”

Elenore felt the need to remind, “Conveniently, the emperor is your son-in-law.”

Governor Zen shook his head. “He’s not a Zen.”

“The name’s important? He’s the father of your grandchildren,” Elenore pressed the point, and Stain complied, becoming a rather adroit flesh-puppet.

“Names are important,” the governor nodded. “Born a peasant, Zen was my only name. Later, when I assumed governorship, Zen became the family name. Technically, my name would be ‘Zen Zen.’ That lends itself rather well to a metaphor. I am Zen, yet at the same time, the whole family is Zen. They’re an extension of me. I’ll protect them every bit as well as myself, because they are my life. My first wife… a childhood sweetheart. My children… they’ve only ever known me. But the emperor? A fresh presence. He’s not me. He’s not truly family.”

“Do you have a point?”

“My sole interest in the emperor is ensuring my grandchildren have a father—nothing more, nothing less.” He pointed. “I sent that ballista with my message for a reason. Not to help the emperor, but to help you. To help… well, perhaps I should just say it. To help King Argrave.”

There was silence at Vasquer’s mouth, the pond in the courtyard, and seemingly the whole world. Governor Zen knew Argrave. As Elenore tried to grasp the consequences of what that meant, she could feel the vaguest tingle of unease in Argrave’s mind.

“You look a little shocked,” Governor Zen leaned back proudly. “Is it so surprising I’d know who I’m dealing with just as you know who you’re dealing with? Perhaps it is, considering you’re the invaders and we’re the invaded.”

“And what does helping King Argrave actually entail, in your view?” Elenore said, and Stain recited with slight distortions in his unease.

“In history, the Great Chu was once conquered by nomads of the southern steppes. There’s a great read by a trader who became an advisor to the man who led them—one of the great classics of our nation, if I dare say so myself. But, this historical fact outlines one thing; foreigners, like yourself, have taken the throne of the Great Chu before. They stood atop the throne, and they were assimilated into the culture. It’s happened once before, and it could easily happen again. Doubly so if someone like myself were to support that.

“As for legitimacy, well… the daughter of the previous emperor and his empress, taking the new ruler to wife? Who could truly protest the imperial line wouldn’t be pure? Out with the old harem, in with the new—consisting, I suspect, of the daughters of governors from your lands, and the ones of the Great Chu, in a great union never before seen. All I would ask… is for my granddaughter to be King Argrave’s empress. She’s twenty years old, at the height of her life. And as her grandfather, I can say no husband of hers would be disappointed.”

Elenore felt Argrave’s repulsion at the idea, and saw flashes of Anneliese’s face abounding in his head. She hadn’t known he’d react this strongly, and it somewhat heartened her to know her brother was so steadfastly committed to his partner. At the same time, however, Elenore’s practical mind worked. Was it a good offer? Was it even better than what Ji Meng could offer them—a disobedient puppet on the throne?

Yet scrutiny proved far too much for this plan. It was impractical to have Argrave relocate the entire government to the Great Chu. Their sole backing, even if they did, would be Governor Zen. He would largely be in control of most things, acting as advisor for the culture, the people, everything. Doubtless he intended to maneuver his daughter into the position of empress dowager, despite the fact she wouldn’t be Argrave’s mother but the empress’ mother.

It was too far a deviation, closed off too many options. Above all, they didn’t need the Great Chu forever—it was merely a stepping stone with which to end the Qircassian Coalition and Erlebnis, putting most of the world under their banner to face a Gerechtigkeit fully untethered by Sophia’s freedom. Ji Meng was infinitely better suited for the role of emperor. They merely needed to get him back to the throne.

Elenore said decisively, “All due respect, but our original intent is what we intend to follow through with.” Stain repeated her words with less conviction.

Zen pushed aside the book he’d been reading and the glasses, then leaned in. Perhaps he heard Stain’s lack of conviction, for he pressured, “You’d deny the king my granddaughter, and a throne? Can you truly say you have the authority for that?”

“Authority isn’t the issue,” Stain recited statically. “The emperor has a lot of friends, but Argrave—all he’d have would be you, at the start. And Ji Meng’s talked about you.”

Governor Zen shook his head. “My son-in-law may have said things rather unkind about me. But, well… that’s fine. As I said, however, the only use I have for the emperor is to give my grandchildren their father back. As for the throne… my daughter’s children are amply ready. Her eldest son is eighteen. Why would you or I wish to restore a strong ruler to his throne? There are so many better ways for this conflict to resolve…”

“You should investigate the Palace of Heaven if you want to learn why the emperor needs to return to his place,” Elenore said, then commanded Stain to stand up. “But if you’re not cautious, they’ll discover you. And if you’re discovered… well. Mortals before gods, Zen.”

“The Palace of Heaven?” Governor Zen repeated, looking up at the now-standing Stain. “What does that indomitable fortress have to do with this?”

“I’ll be back next week,” Stain recited Elenore’s words. But he’d been wrong to do so—that message was for him, not Governor Zen. “Survive until then, Stain.” She severed the connection, leaving him in the heart of the governor’s mansion without direction.

She finally pulled away from Vasquer. Argrave looked at her with a wry smile on his face.

“You know, we might need Stain to do more stuff while he’s there. And you’re the only one who can… well, speak to him.”

“I needed some small satisfaction after he shook us down,” Elenore said, then looked up at Vasquer and touched her snout again. “Thank you for your help,” she called out.

“I only hope that worked…” Argrave shook his head grimly, then said his goodbyes to Vasquer. “Seems a tough customer, Zen.”

“Might be another someone to kill, if we don’t get results.” Leaving that chilling declaration behind, Elenore walked off briskly.


Chapter 23

There was some small respite from the constant necessity of tending to the situation in the Great Chu. Their armies were, for a time, at a stalemate brought about by partial control of the enemy’s commanding officers. Any assault that was to come, either from the heavens or from the ground, was something they were amply prepared for. Law and the other gods made their presence more felt on the shores of the Great Chu every second, but until something decisive happened to tip the balance, they didn’t have much hope. Hopefully, that ‘something’ would come at the hands of Governor Zen.

But there was trouble back home—trouble that was somewhat resolving itself, yet still needed a direct hand. Sophia.

Argrave opened the door to their bedroom, where Sophia had been staying ever since her toys had come to life and then died. She was lying down, but upon hearing the door open, she jolted upright. Argrave entered, and Anneliese followed soon after. Waiting behind them was Elenore.

“You don’t want to come in?” Argrave asked Elenore in a whisper.

“I…” Elenore crossed her arms. “Perhaps later.”

Both of them nodded, then left her to watch at the doorway.

“Hey, Sophia,” Argrave said affectionately. “We’d like to have a talk, the three of us. Are you up for it?”

Sophia nodded, her red eyes wide and scared. They moved to sit down, one of them on each side of her.

Argrave and Anneliese had been checking in on her occasionally, but she was rather despondent most times, and their other duties kept them unable to commit to anything serious. This issue, untreated, could become an infected wound. Given the gravity of Sophia’s future, it was something that needed to be tended to.

“How are you feeling?” Argrave asked, to begin with.

“I’m fine.” Sophia lowered her head.

Argrave brought his legs up onto the bed and turned his body. “I think we all know that’s not true. We have to talk about what happened. About the lives you created, at our urging.”

“I didn’t know they would all die. I just want them back. Back to the way they were… they didn’t need to talk, to do anything.” Sophia wiped at her face.

“But the fact is they did,” Anneliese said, not unkindly. “And you still have the potential inside you to create yet more. That is the matter at hand.”

“I’m never gonna do it again,” Sophia shook her head fiercely, black hair whipping about. “I don’t want to. They’ll die. I don’t… I don’t want to be able to do this.”

Argrave got off the bed and kneeled down until he looked Sophia in the eyes. “Creating life isn’t a bad thing, Sophia. You were born—a life created. As was I. As was Anneliese. Life can be made, and life can end. These are two incontrovertible facts.”

“Incont… incontro…” Sophia furrowed her brows in confusion.

“It means it cannot be denied,” Anneliese explained, putting her hand on Sophia’s shoulder. “You, Sophia, can create life. Most living things can. The ease at which you do it does not make it wrong. It does, however, place a large responsibility on your shoulders. Lives carelessly created can… well, they can exist as Mr. Knight did. And they can stop, too.”

Silence stretched between the three of them, and Sophia wiped tears from her eyes as foul memories came back. “If it’s not a bad thing, why do I feel so bad?”

“It’s supposed to,” Argrave explained. “The fact that you feel that is natural. And if you ever don’t feel it, that’ll be cause to worry. Lives are… complex things, that neither Anneliese nor I can describe to you briefly. But each one has limitless value. Let me ask you something—when you first made Mr. Knight, why did you do it?”

Sophia kneaded her little hands together. “I… I wanted to pay you back, Argrave. I wanted you to be proud of me. I wanted to help you.”

Argrave was touched, and he kneeled there in silence for a little as he digested what she said. “That’s a noble thing on your end. But where you went wrong, Sophia—and where we did, for pushing you so hard—is trying to impose your will on the life of another being. I don’t think you did so on purpose. But one of the important things about life is its independence.”

Sophia tensed from the light chastisement, yet did not wither. She repeated, “Independence?”

“That’s right.” Argrave tapped Sophia’s hand. “Your father and your mother were the two people that created you. They are responsible for your life. Norman tried to impose upon you what he wanted you to do. He wanted you to do terrible, evil things, just as he did. He tried to strip away your independence, and make you an extension of himself.”

Sophia began to tremble.

“But you’re not like him,” Argrave continued hurriedly. “Unlike him, you never wanted any of that stuff to happen, nor did you want to do what he did. And because you were a life unto yourself, you never adapted those tendencies. You became far, far, better than he could ever hope to be.”

Sophia was a smart child, and her face immediately warped to horror as she wrapped her mind around what Argrave was saying. “But I did… I did what Norman did, to them? I made them do what I wanted?”

“It isn’t the same at all,” Argrave assured her. “But the thing that Anneliese and I worry about, is that it could become similar. That’s why we intend to impart some lessons upon you, so that you understand what it is to make a life, and the responsibility that carries.”

They were wandering into murky territory. By Argrave’s view, all morality was subjective. The things that dictate it were simply the instincts and thoughts within a person’s head. Argrave believed that was much of the reason people turn to ideas or concepts greater than themselves, larger than themselves—an inner struggle with this subjective understanding. Philosophies and religion offered answers that could be accepted or rejected, but even if one took them to be true, the existence of free will and independent existence made life and all its moralities a choice—a subjective choice, imposed from the inside rather than the outside. Argrave had never found a guidebook for life.

Of course, Sophia was a little young to hear that preachy spiel. Maybe when she was older, and there was less potential of her creating untold monstrosities.

“I don’t understand,” Sophia lowered her head. “I’m sorry, Argrave.”

“It’s alright,” Anneliese patted Sophia on the back. “We’ll help you understand. Argrave told you as much, did he not?”

“She’s right.” Argrave nodded. “Every step of the way, we’ll be here with you.”

Sophia grabbed the sheets of the bedside tight, trying her best to control her tears. After a while, she looked up with a brave face and asked, “Argrave, did you mean it when… did you mean it when you said that I’m… that we’re…” she bit her lip hard, then muttered weakly, “…family?”

Argrave nodded resolutely. “I did.”

“But you’re not… I mean, my father…”

“Yes. We aren’t related to you by blood.” Anneliese brushed back a wisp of the girl’s hair. “But family need not always be those you are born to. Argrave and I are family by virtue of marriage. Many of those around us, however… I would consider them family all the same, though we have no marriage or blood relation binding us.”

“Like I said. If you want to, we can be family. And we’ll never cast you out.” Argrave held his arms out to cap that point.

He hadn’t intended it as an invitation for a hug, but perhaps it was interpreted that way. Sophia lunged off the bed and wrapped her arms around his neck. Argrave was surprised for a few moments, but then gratefully accepted it and returned it. In time, she broke away and hugged Anneliese, too, trying her best to stifle tears.

When she sat back on the bed, looking utterly relieved, Argrave felt it was time to mention the real purpose they’d come here. It was somewhat haunting, so Argrave took a deep breath and prepared himself. “Sophia, on that point… one of the creations you’ve made is still alive.”

Sophia stared up at him in mute shock.

“Castro,” Argrave explained with that one word.

Sophia trembled, and couldn’t meet Argrave’s gaze.

“I already told you that we’ll never cast you out,” Argrave assured, putting his hand on her small head. “But in order for you to understand the responsibility you carry, Anneliese and I think it’s best that you once again meet Castro. And we hope to teach to you what it means to be alive.”

Sophia stared at the ground, and only after some time mumbled, “He scares me. I never…”

“We’ll be with you,” Anneliese assured, taking her small hand. “And together, we’ll make him truly alive. We’ll fix this. We’ll help you take responsibility for his life, and all others after.”

Sophia grew despondent for a few moments and Argrave feared they’d overreached, but she nodded. “Okay. I’ll… I’ll do it.”

***

A while after Argrave and Anneliese had left the room with a sleeping Sophia, the door again opened. Elenore walked through quietly, and Sophia slept beneath the covers. She came to stand above the sleeping girl, and Sophia roused from some small noise.

“…Elenore?” Sophia asked in recognition, blinking tired eyes.

“I didn’t… intend to wake you,” Elenore said, then sat on her bedside. “I thought you were still awake.”

“It’s okay. I don’t mind,” Sophia assured.

Elenore stared off into the distance. She felt a little uneasy being around children. She couldn’t so casually dismiss their worth. She felt children were still innocent—that her cynicism was unwarranted, where it was totally warranted in the case of adults. She didn’t want to be unkind to children, ever.

But Elenore’s personality slanted toward pessimism—she knew this. What she thought, what she did, was not something a child should ever be exposed to. She felt her influence might make this child precisely what Argrave and Anneliese wanted her not to become.

Despite that, this child still liked her. It was rather baffling.

“You should listen to Argrave and Anneliese,” Elenore said idly. “I… had a father rather like yours. Despite that, they’ve seen me. And they helped me.”

Sophia nodded at Elenore’s serious words, toying with the sheets covering her. Then, she dared ask, “What was your father like?”

“He cut off my feet and gouged—” she paused, scolding herself. That blunt response always came like instinct whenever someone asked a question about her father, but this was a child. She shook her head and continued, “It doesn’t matter any longer. Argrave and Anneliese accepted me as their family, and they healed me. I think they can do the same for you.”

Sophia stared as Elenore watched the distance in silence.

“Can I be your family, too?” Sophia asked.

Elenore looked at her. “I’m not half of what you think I am, Sophia. I’m…”

Silence stretched, broken by a scared Sophia asking, “Do you not like me?”

Elenore shook her head. “You’re… fine. You’re a fine child. More than tolerable. Probably the best of the ones I’ve seen, but then that’s not many. But me…”

“But Argrave said you’re the most helpful person to him,” Sophia said innocently. “And you said that Argrave is a good person. If you help a good person…”

Elenore sighed, at a loss. “Very well. You have me.”

Sophia got out from under the covers and hugged Elenore. The great and terrible Bat shook in surprise at the child’s assault, but eventually settled her arms down upon the girl. They did have a similar father, she supposed. But there was something of a new desire.

Maybe this girl could grow up the opposite way Elenore had.

***

Argrave walked into Elenore’s study the next morning. His sister was busily peering down upon a document, but she lifted her head when she heard him.

“Orion said you’d called for me.”

“Commander Yuan was stripped of service in light of his injuries,” Elenore said. “I was studying a copy of military law that exists in the Great Chu. And I believe… I believe we’ve found a way to make headway, finally, with those few still alive. I believe we’ve found a way to utterly disrupt the armies of the Great Chu, and finally get to work on the Grand Imperial Bank.”

Argrave smiled. “Well. That’s a better way to wake up than cold water, surely.”

“Plus, Governor Zen is looking into the Palace of Heaven. All in all… we’re making tremendous headway,” Elenore smiled.


Chapter 24

Argrave once again stared upon a figure he’d hoped to forget. It was Sophia’s creation, Castro—the dim echo of the man that he’d taken the name from. Even today, he repeated things.

“I have a robust succession plan, Argrave,” her creation said.

Argrave looked upon his form with some unease. Anneliese was here as well, standing off to the side. But today, this thing’s creator joined them—Sophia. She stood just beneath him, hiding behind his legs in utter fear of what she’d made alive. Argrave kneeled down to look at Sophia in the eyes.

“Does he frighten you?” he asked her.

Sophia nodded.

“I’ll admit… he scares me, too, a little. Do you know why that is?” Argrave looked at Sophia, but she only tilted her head without an answer. “Let me put it this way. Do you know why he makes you uneasy? Say what you will, but he looks like a walking, talking person.”

“But he’s… he’s not,” Sophia said quietly. “He’s just… what I remembered of him. He can’t… he doesn’t have a voice inside his head. And he can’t hear us, understand us.”

As Argrave nodded, ‘Castro’ continued to repeat some of his final words he’d given before his death. Sophia managed to look at him. “I don’t know… I don’t know how to fix him, Argrave.”

Argrave nodded. “Honestly? I don’t, either.” He picked her up. “But that’s why we came here, today. To think about what needs to be done. To think about how we can do it. And then, to make everything right again. One day, each of us can look upon the life you made and think it belongs. We have to change this so it can be a point of pride, rather than something to forget.”

Sophia gazed at ‘Castro’ thoughtfully, then buried her head in Argrave’s shoulder. “What if I can’t think of anything? What if he stays like that? What if I can’t fix him?”

Argrave comforted her. “Anneliese and I are here. You don’t need to do all the thinking. But I can guarantee you this—you can fix him.”

Sophia looked up at Argrave, then flicked her gaze to Castro again. She looked at Anneliese, too, who gave her an encouraging nod. Sophia tightened her grip around Argrave’s neck and declared, “Okay. I’ll try.”

***

Stain was milling around in a room, staring at a machine as he tapped the side of his leg idly while disguised. He kept casting small glances at the bird in the corner of the room that was watching him. Suddenly, he heard a noise, and when he looked the machine that’d been empty was now full. He pulled back the lid, and a bamboo tube awaited.

He collected the bamboo tube with a self-satisfied smile, then walked through Governor Zen’s mansion. He popped the lid off the tube, reading it as he walked, and his smile only widened. Arriving at his destination, he looked around the courtyard where the governor often read. The man was absent. Stain asked some people nearby where the governor was, and they were only too happy to oblige him, as he was disguised as one of them.

Soon enough Stain came to the man in his study, kneeled obsequiously, and offered up the message.

Governor Zen was very distracted reading half a thousand reports, but did eventually pry the message from Stain’s hands. He opened the letter and read it. As he did, Stain shut the door, and Zen looked up as he started to recognize incongruities. Stain undid his disguise, staring there plainly, and Zen rose to his feet in alarm.

“What you see in that letter…” Stain pointed, Elenore using him as a mouthpiece. He had become practiced at reciting exactly what she said. “It’s our doing, I hope you know.”

“You infiltrated my staff?” the governor asked firmly.

“Just for today,” Stain shrugged, walking closer. “We knew this message would reach you today. And wouldn’t you know? It’s been a week.”

Governor Zen didn’t look like his grievance wasn’t fully settled, but he held up the letter. “Care to explain how this is your doing, this army strike?”

Elenore launched into a long speech, and Stain relayed it sentence-by-sentence, taking small pauses between each. “Commander Yuan—the commander who was direly injured after fighting off assassins—is one of our men. The imperial court dismissed him from service. Now, we’ve taken it upon ourselves to make several commanders protest against the imperial court’s extended regency. The army answers only to the emperor, after all, not his court. Meaning they either need to pick a new emperor, which we both know is untenable, or relinquish control of the army. And the invaders haven’t moved an inch after taking their foothold—why can’t the armies afford to remain still?”

Zen nodded, then set the letter down. “I see. I thought we’d speak after I investigated the Palace of Heaven.”

Elenore said gloatingly, “That’s what you’re reading, isn’t it?” Stain’s conveyance was less gloating, but still somewhat so.

“Is this some attempt at intimidating me, cajoling me into taking your offer?” Zen sat back down in his desk. “Telling me that you could get at me anywhere?”

“Of course not. Ji Meng says you’re not as harmless as you present yourself. We’re inclined to agree with his caution.” Stain relayed Elenore’s words, crossing his arms. “So—what’ve you learned?”

Governor Zen stared up at Stain. “Seeing as you know everything, why don’t you tell me?”

“I think what’s most telling is that you haven’t learned anything at all.” Stain leaned up against the wall, listening to Elenore carefully. “Someone like you—you’ve strings laid out across the whole of this empire. But you can’t even get so much as a rumor about who commands the Palace of Heaven.”

“True enough. I could get direct answers, I’m sure. But I’d have to exercise some authority—moving in the open, which would draw the eye of the imperial court.” Zen tapped the desk, lost in thought.

“It’s supposedly a major fortification—the last line of defense for an emperor,” Elenore kept pressing, and Stain kept delivering. “Such a thing wouldn’t exactly change command quietly. What else have you found?”

“Nothing. Our enemy is good. But I’ve found other proof the imperial court is compromised.” Zen pulled open a drawer, grabbed some papers and set them down. “This was an independent investigation of mine, but it bore fruit. Grand Eunuch Hao, the de facto regent in control of the court, is working with an ancient god by the name of Erlebnis. He isn’t in the Qircassian Coalition, but—”

Elenore yelled at Stain to interrupt, and eventually he called out, “Hold.” Governor Zen stared in confusion as Stain waited for Elenore to convey her message. Once she was far enough along, he began repeating, “Erlebnis has allied with Kirel Qircassia. That’s the main reason gods were able to succeed where they’ve failed countless times before. His vast knowledge, information networks, in tandem with the Qircassian Coalition’s vast resources spelled doom for the court.”

Governor Zen stroked his sharp goatee. “That… that does make sense. But it’s also concerning. It means that the Heavenly Arrays beneath the palace have been compromised. Do you know what those are?”

Stain shook his head.

“Well, that’s not information for you,” Governor Zen shook his head. “Your betters may trust you with much, but I believe I’ve had enough of speaking through a proxy. I’m ready to head south. I’m ready to speak with your leader in person. It’s the only way that we’ll come to any arrangement.”

“Stall,” Elenore commanded simply. “I need time to think.”

“Uhh…” Stain bumbled, drained of any articulacy he might’ve been displaying. “Won’t you be missed here?”

“I am capable of disguise. It may not be to your standards, but I’ve my ways of travelling covertly. Oh—I should mention two things.” Zen rubbed his tired eyes as he explained, “My grandchildren will be coming with me. I hope that King Argrave will bring his family, too.”

“You’re not done pushing that, are you?” Stain shook his head. “I’ll give you a secret, no charge. King’s rather madly in love with his wife. They’re young and dumb. Maybe in a couple years a second partner will be on the table, but not now. It’s called the honeymoon phase. The emperor is the only choice we—"

“The emperor is a brute!” Governor Zen shouted gutturally in a rage, but his next words were eerily calm. “He cannot be trusted to sit upon the throne again. If he assumes his position, there will be no court, no governor that can check him. And that man, with absolute power over the Great Chu and all its armies… I can’t stomach it. I won’t stomach it. Use him, I will. But welcome him back as emperor? Never again. There needs to be change, and you people give me the opportunity to enact it,” Zen insisted, tapping his finger against his desk loudly. “I’m willing to work something out. But like I said, I need to meet with King Argrave and all his family. I’m talking about his father-in-law Patriarch Dras, his brother Orion, his sister Elenore and her husband, the King of the Burnt Sands… all of them, everyone. Except his niece—Sophia, I think her name was. I have no need of her presence.”

Even Stain was shocked as Governor Zen rattled off names there was no good reason he had to know.

“You look shocked. Do you think you’re the only ones with skills?” Governor Zen leaned back. “If you’ll notice, I never asked for the emperor to be here—matter of fact, I’d prefer he wasn’t. Why? I’ll put it simply—there’s a lot that the emperor doesn’t know about what I’m capable of. There’s a lot the court doesn’t know. These things run deeper than you possibly know. Even if the emperor hadn’t gone off like a fool attacking your lands, I had some rather… different, shall we say, plans for the future of this nation. I’m not opposed to playing a supporting role, so long as what I want can get done. You say you can speak for your leaders, so I ask again—will they agree to a meeting?”

Silence stretched as Stain waited for word from Elenore. It came in the form of one word—a simple command for Stain.

“Agree.”


Chapter 25

Though most places in the Great Chu remained under the control of the enemy, there was one place that Vasquer could claim complete dominance over—the ocean. They had utterly vanquished the Imperial Navy of the Great Chu, partially repurposed it, and brought with them the naval might of the Veidimen in their struggle. On the divine side of things, Kirel Qircassia was only god of land and sky. At sea, he was weakened beyond compare.

After some further coordination with Governor Zen, they agreed to meet far out at sea during the night aboard a gigantic pleasure barge that’d been appropriated from a coastal settlement near their landing area. It had picked up Governor Zen and his small entourage of children and guards, and now sailed deep out into the ocean where Argrave and his family waited.

“The goals of this meeting are manifold,” Elenore told Argrave as they watched the horizon where the barge was liable to appear. Their own ship—a simple Veidimen longship, brought out to avoid attention. “Anneliese needs to study him with her [Truesight] to see if he’s made a pact with any gods. If he has, we break immediately. Furthermore, we need to find out how Governor Zen learned so much about Vasquer. It irks me that he seems to know as much as us as we do of him. As far as I’m concerned, if we can’t find out that information, we should kill him.”

“Need we thirst for blood so much?” Orion, sitting across from them on another of the ship’s benches, clasped his hands together. “He brings his family. We bring ours. That says much of a man’s intent.”

“No, I’m concerned just as much,” Patriarch Dras shook his head. “He knew me by name. Most in Vasquer are aware of the alliance between our peoples, but not so much the personages leading Veiden. That implies a deep infiltration of our higher power. We’ll come to know, or we’ll come to kill. There can be no middle-ground.”

Argrave looked at everyone. “We’ve experienced nothing but setbacks infiltrating their nation. Governor Zen has proved his capability. Now, we have the opportunity to gauge his malleability. He could prove to be another ally, or another like Ji Meng—a double-edged sword. Making him an enemy or a corpse should be a last resort, not the first or second.”

“I concur.” Anneliese stared down at her staff, placed atop her lap, as the longship gently rocked in the serene darkness. 

“Chances are, his family won’t be half as good as ours,” Durran noted, lying down on the ship. Apparently, he felt ill. Indeed—a wyvern rider grew ill on a boat. The Sea Dragon had been an exception, for magic stabilized its surface, but now he was subject to the whims of the tides.

“We’ll know, soon. The barge approaches.” Orion peered out into the silent and dark ocean.

Everyone peered at the water. Given time, Argrave saw the square barge cut silently across the ocean, still and solid. Like the Sea Dragon, it had magic to stabilize its voyage—it was a high-class vessel meant for the Great Chu high society.

“Melanie’s looking after Sophia?” Argrave asked Elenore.

“The same as every other time you asked,” Elenore covered her eyes.

He was paranoid about this being some kind of distraction to pull them all away from Sophia and kidnap her, so he placed ample guards by her side in their absence. But those worries were soon overshadowed by those of his new arrival. One thing was certain—they wouldn’t be leaving this ship until an agreement was made, or an enemy. Ji Meng spoke of Governor Zen’s prowess often enough for it to make Argrave question if making a corpse of him would be so easy. That was excluding his grandchildren—unknown factors, largely, briefly spotted in transit by druidic scouts.

The gargantuan barge finally made its way by their ship, its huge bulk sending thick waves that made the waters harsher. Argrave’s Veidimen guards aboard lowered a ramp down to the longship, and Orion dutifully tied it to the ship until it was secure. Once it was, they all walked up, Argrave the second-to-last followed by his brother. They stepped aboard the pleasure barge, and at once, it felt steady enough that it felt they were back on land.

Grimalt, one of three commanders of Argrave’s honor guard, briefly summarized what had occurred. Governor Zen came with eight others—three elite Great Chu guards, all S-rank, and five others that were his grandchildren. Only the guards were dressed for war, but the five grandchildren were amply capable of it all the same. They waited, now, in a room at the heart of the barge. Without delay, Argrave and his party made their way to that room. Casting one glance out at the endless black ocean, a red sliver of moon hovering above it, they entered, sizing up the other party.

Governor Zen and his grandchildren sat at a low-lying round table atop satin pillows, wide-brimmed cups set out before them yet not filled with drink. Governor Zen was an S-ranked spellcaster. Both of his grandsons were between A and B-rank by quantity. Grimalt claimed they had several divine weapons on their person, and they’d not been confiscated. His granddaughters possessed no magic at all, yet did have some divine weaponry.

Governor Zen dressed practically—a thick black robe, a warm fur hat over his head. His grandchildren, however, wore grandiose and elaborate garbs well-suited for the high society of the Great Chu. His two grandsons wore brilliant reds studded with gold along the sleeves, the collars, and had necklaces and rings bedecked with gemstones enough to attract an eye without appearing gaudy. They appeared somewhat like their grandfather, though younger and more built.

His granddaughters, meanwhile, had clearly taken hours to prepare themselves. They were not spellcasters, but had a glamour equal to any witch of lore. Their faces were an impeccably smooth pale peach, their lips were a lovely bright red, and their cheeks had ample blush. Their eyes had black liner with faint red shadows, and their eyebrows had elaborate drawings that seemed to blend naturally into the brow—one a bird, another a dragon, and the third a blossoming tree. Their long and silky black hair was suspended by half a dozen ornate gold pins and pieces of varying styles.

Argrave couldn’t deny they were beautiful, but he wasn’t particularly affected all the same. The Great Chu was infinitely more developed than Vasquer, and as such, its elite society was developed far beyond what existed in Vasquer. The trappings of that high society pervaded what they wore—he suspected there was as much weight in makeup as there was gold on their heads—but Argrave had seen its like before back in Earth. Rather than stunned by their beauty or their wealth, Argrave was more simply stunned they’d go to this much effort even in a meeting miles out in the sea as they were.

The grandchildren rose to their feet along with Governor Zen, and each gave Argrave formal bows likely customary to their people that set hanging gold ornaments on their hair jingling. Notably, they all used his title; King Argrave. Even more notably, they showed the same respect to Anneliese. If they’d hoped to earn his favor doing so, they succeeded.

“I’d prepared to wait some time. I’m glad to know that you don’t perform cheap power moves.” Governor Zen sat back down, and his family followed.

Argrave and the rest of his family took their seats atop the pillows before the low table. Argrave took special care to make sure that Anneliese was sitting at the head of the table with him. She laid her staff across her lap as she sat cross-legged. Patriarch Dras sat to her left, while Elenore and Durran sat to Argrave’s right.

“So, has your agent relayed to you the results of our last conversation, or shall I set the stage before introductions are in order?” Governor Zen began.

“We’re aware of the conversation,” Elenore answered quickly.

“Mmm.” He pointed. “Because one of your people has been blessed by Lira, right? And your agent was relaying all we said.” He looked back and snapped twice, and one of his three guards leaned forward bearing a white bottle with a long neck. He pulled out new cups for each new person that sat at the table, and filled them for all including his own people. “You’re all rather stone-faced. Don’t worry—I just do my research, know who I’m speaking to before I play the game. I know that Lira is part of your Blackgard Union, and I know what her blessings are. It isn’t so much to extrapolate that one of your people might be blessed by her. That, plus his odd conversation ticks…”

“However do you get that research done? Do you speak to gods, what?” Durran asked, then picked up a cup and drank. Argrave thought he was bold for drinking, but he supposed Grimalt would’ve checked for poison.

“There are many ways to learn, King Durran. So many ways…” Governor Zen put the bottle down, then drank himself. He cast a glance at one of his grandchildren. It seemed to be a signal.

“I’m Zen Ming, Gold Scribe for the Grand Imperial Bank,” one of the sons introduced formally. “I handle the transfer of gold between bank branches and the production of gold notes.”

“Zen Da, grandfather’s belt ornament,” said the second man.

“Zen Da is the commander for the largest northern army,” Governor Zen bragged proudly, topping off his grandson’s cup. “And the youngest commander besides.”

“I’m Zen Ai, and my twin sister is Zen Mei,” one of the three granddaughters introduced two of them at once—the other seemed relieved she didn’t need to speak.

“And lastly, there’s Ji Meng’s daughter. Ji Li.” Governor Zen brushed her shoulder, and she dipped her head. “She’s taken a vow of silence before the heavens in an effort to make the tower in the sky disappear. You can see how well that’s going for her, I presume.”

Despite his ribbing, Ji Li did remain silent. Argrave tried to think if he’d seen her offer greetings back then, but couldn’t recall. These names would be a little difficult for him to remember, he felt. But their position, their titles—it was to demonstrate how much influence the governor had on everything here. He even had a link of direct access to the heart of the Grand Imperial Bank.

“They’ve all been briefed on each of you,” the governor explained. “Before we begin the game, I’d like to thank each of you for agreeing to this meeting. I suspect each of you are here because of my… bold bait, I’ll put it bluntly. By being so overt about what I know, I’d hoped it might make you realize what I’m capable of. I understand your apprehension about this matter, and I’m happy to reveal all… if we should come to an accord.”

Argrave took a deep breath and stared Governor Zen in his brown eyes. Calmly, he spoke his first words, asking, “What sort of accord were you aiming for?”

“Simply put? A new dynasty on the imperial throne. A path other than puppeteering Ji Meng, that treacherous scoundrel. We might establish the Sun dynasty, as it were, given your pseudonym of Grand Commandant Sun. I’m willing to compromise on this a great deal. Your man said that the lovely Queen Anneliese is the only one you intend to pledge yourself to.” The governor dipped his head. “I’m sure my daughters appreciate that perspective. It’s rare in the Great Chu—I myself have four wives. But…”

Governor Zen looked to Orion. “It doesn’t need to be Argrave sitting upon the throne. We may work out an accommodation with your brother, Orion. Or… even your father-in-law, Patriarch Dras, who I’m told is unwed.” He again looked squarely at Argrave. “Appealing to your reason, I’ll say this; you have personal experience in this matter. It’s much easier to take something’s place than it is build it anew. It’s why you took your father’s place. Just as you took your father’s throne, your nation could once again establish itself on the imperial throne, then work it, mold it from within. I’m the only one who can help you do that. It makes sense.” He leaned in, then said deliberately, “We win the game. It’s a rare thing, two winners.”

Silence stretched after Governor Zen laid out his plans. Argrave took his first drink of the brew the governor had poured. It was a clear alcohol, likely with rice as its base, but felt smooth. His black blood would neutralize everything, so he supposed it didn’t matter.

“You’re rather eager to come along with us.” Argrave set his cup down.

“A week of thinking, observing, planning… plus my own machinations of several decades. Not eager, King Argrave. I’ve always lacked an instrument of extreme force. I’d hoped the advent of the calamity might destabilize enough to allow an opportunity to change from within. And look—it has.” He raised his cup as if in toast. “Let’s discuss. Let’s come to an understanding.”

Anneliese looked at Argrave, and he nodded to her. She looked back and asked plainly, “Were you the one behind the attacks on the commanders we’d recruited to Ji Meng’s banner? We know you have sway enough to send a ballista with a message—to what extent have you had a hand in things in the south? Because we suspect it’s not a small amount.”


Chapter 26

“What reason have I given you to suspect me of attacking people allied to you?” Governor Zen looked at each of them, eyes narrowed.

“None at all. It’s why we have to ask—because we can’t reasonably deduce who you are.” Argrave looked at Zen, stone-faced. “But what we can deduce is that you have sway in the armies here. Elsewise, you’d never have been able to contact us.”

“I don’t see why I’d mitigate that influence by having commanders killed,” Governor Zen shook his head.

“You should stop dodging the question,” Durran chided him. “Straight answers are best.”

“I did answer you. I apologize if I wasn’t clear enough—I’ll endeavor to change that in the future.” Governor Zen dipped his head.

“You knew the name Grand Commandant Sun,” Argrave confronted him. “That’s been shared in a very small circle of people. The commanders are the only ones that can’t be accounted for. You brought your grandson, here, who’s a Gold Scribe at the Grand Imperial Bank—a key person for our plans, if you knew them. That information could only reasonably be gathered from torture of the captured commanders.”

Governor Zen smiled as he drank from his cup, then set it down smiling at Argrave. “Listen… I really like you people. You’re precisely the sort of change the Great Chu needs to see. You have the capacity to enforce; my family has the capacity to allow you a relatively peaceful usurpation. I can tell from our interactions that we would work together incredibly well. We can do this. We can win, together. But we need to discuss how that’s going to look. To begin with, I’d like to suggest this; a marriage between Orion and Ji Li.” He looked at Orion. “You aren’t dissatisfied with my daughter, are you, Prince Orion?”

“I cannot say I’ve given it much tho—”

“Orion,” Argrave cut in, glancing at him. Orion straightened his back, giving a curt and understanding nod. With the diversion ended, Argrave looked back at Zen. “Are you refusing to answer our question?”

“What question?” Zen tilted his head.

Argrave stared at him in silence. Then, he chuckled and took another drink of the clear rice wine Governor Zen had provided. He set it down and dictated, “So, you captured some of the commanders of the Great Chu we were working with and tortured information out of them. I can’t exactly extend them the same umbrella of protection I would to one of our commanders—I barely knew them. But it does cast a certain light on you. Just as this conversation does, it indicates your nature.”

“Torturing commanders…” Governor Zen rubbed the moustache crowning his goatee. “Sounds like something the imperial court would do. Me? All I am is a man that’s had many children and a few successful businesses. Then, I sent these many children and many businesses across the Great Chu, building scale, building prestige, building wealth… point being, I can be a vehicle for complete and total usurpation of the throne.

“You want the Grand Imperial Bank, served on a platter? My grandson can oblige, if he’s taken care of. You want information, even control, on the canals? Together, my two sons manage traffic on the whole east and west of the Great Chu. You want armies? Zen Da has never lost a battle. But better yet, he takes care of his men using my funds, and they all love him for it without question. The imperial harem—my daughter’s been in control of it for decades by this point. And with the Zen family backing you, that control can be gifted to you like a bird in its cage.”

Quietude settled like a heavy smoke in the room. “Orion,” Argrave looked at his brother again. “You were saying earlier?”

Orion came to attention, and started to speak to Governor Zen about his granddaughters. Argrave merely used it as a break from the conversation to speak to Elenore through their connection.

“He’s incredibly slippery,” he half-complained to her through their connection. “If you ever catch him saying ‘yes’ or ‘no,’ I’d be surprised. What is Anneliese reading from him?”

“She says there’s no deception, but he’s so curvy with his answers it hardly matters,” Elenore replied. “He’s incredibly calm, and he truly believes everything that he’s saying. I’m having Stain scour his mansion in disguise. He’s not coming up with anything exceptional. I trust him to ransack properly, so… all we have is this.”

“If this man is important nationwide, can we afford to kill him?” Argrave asked, drinking quietly as Orion continued to discuss his standards in a romantic partner—something which he’d likely never considered until this moment. “Zen’s family must know where he’s gone. He must’ve taken some measures to prepare in case this meeting went poorly. And from what I hear, angering his family would go poorly.”

“I’m only ever more inclined to the idea of killing him now that we’ve spoken. He’s a sophist, through and through, and he’s a quick wit enough that I don’t think we’ll ever get anything out of him with conversation alone. But Anneliese said she has an idea. I suggest we follow her lead.”

“Alright,” Argrave responded back, and the connection faded.

“I suppose I’ve never considered taking multiple wives,” Orion confessed, looking at Zen ponderously. “The idea was once taboo to me. But ever since I was freed of my religion, I suppose it is not so.” His brother’s face contorted in serious consideration, and then brightened as he reached enlightenment. “At the same time, if I were to take multiple wives, I would expect them to take multiple husbands. It would make the agreement more just. And practically speaking, it would allow for a larger family, and thereby more secured alliances.”

The twins laughed, perhaps interpreting Orion’s words as joke when Argrave knew they were wholly serious. The emperor’s daughter remained as stoic and silent as ever, though cast glances to her grandfather constantly.

Anneliese interjected in the first opportunity, asking, “I am curious to hear why you neglected to invite Sophia to this meeting.”

Argrave looked at her, uncomfortable with this subject.

“Argrave’s niece?” Governor Zen looked between them as the laughter died. “I’m sure she is a lovely child. I merely assumed that this meeting would be one for adults.”

“She’s an adult, though.” Anneliese stared at Governor Zen, looking puzzled.

Governor Zen was about to raise his cup to his lips to stall for an answer, but Argrave seized the bottle and started pouring it into Zen’s cup so he could not. The governor stumbled for the first time, saying, “Uhh… well, perhaps there’s a different standard for the term in Vasquer.”

“Sophia’s as old as I am.” Argrave mirrored Anneliese’s faux-confusion as he poured incredibly slowly, drop by drop.

“Your source of information… really quite terrible, confusing such a detail,” Anneliese derided.

“Ahah…” Governor Zen stared at Argrave as he poured the bottle slowly. “Are you alright, King Argrave?”

Argrave poured the rest normally, then set the bottle down. He said nothing, waiting for Anneliese to continue.

“Which son would you marry Sophia to? In a monogamous arrangement,” Anneliese pressed—once again, Argrave grew incredibly uncomfortable at the notion, but he restrained himself.

“Well…” Governor Zen’s head spun, and it sunk in what Anneliese was doing—not only did Zen have a source of information, he thought it was incredibly trustworthy. He’d never considered the notion of a marriage in light of Sophia’s age—not even a betrothal, in fact. “Zen Da has two wives already, and…”

“Zen Bo hasn’t, father,” Zen Ming covered.

“Yes. Zen Bo is on the up-and-up, and hasn’t yet married. He manages the… well, the drainage systems in two major cities,” Governor Zen smiled. “A very important, and well-paid, duty.”

Elenore’s voice cut into his head. “He hasn’t even considered a betrothal. There’s a very large error there. It means he hasn’t factored us into the long-term… which suggests he doesn’t intend for a long-term. I think that’s the best clue we’re to get, alongside what small information we pried from him about his source.”

It seemed they had some answer on what Governor Zen actually was. Argrave laid his hand on the table, making a slight noise, and all present looked at him. “Let me ask again, governor—you won’t consider the emperor as an option in all of this? The notion of putting him back on the throne doesn’t appeal to you?”

Governor Zen looked to relax now that they veered to more comfortable topics. He said quickly, “We might use the emperor for initial momentum. But after we’ve wringed him dry, he should perish unfortunately or fall into the sidelines, having divested the vast majority of his authority to you. I would spearhead you thenceforth from within, hoisting your flag amidst the enemy to propel you and what army you have to complete victory.”

“I have rather specific goals, afterward,” Argrave continued. “Goals regarding the sky tower, the Qircassian Coalition. You can accommodate that?”

“Certainly. The Qircassian Coalition needs to be beaten, if they have their grip in this country. I assume that was a tacit understanding.”

Argrave told Elenore through their connection, “Ask Orion if he’s willing to marry, even if temporarily.”

After a few moments, she replied, “Orion said, ‘my life has always been yours,’ which I presume means yes.”

With his brother’s affirmation, Argrave took a deep courage-gathering breath and looked at Orion. “Brother. It seems you’re to be an emperor.”

“No matter my title, you will always be my liege,” Orion dipped his head.

Governor Zen smiled broadly. “Your decisiveness… it astounds me, Your Majesty,” he said, switching addresses in seconds.

Argrave looked at him. “All I know is that Orion makes the most sense. I can trust him. He’s unwed, and has no apprehensions. The finer details can be worked out over time, but for now… I’d like to start winning, Governor Zen, as you suggested. Can we make that happen?”

“Let’s work out the details of our victory,” Governor Zen raised his cup.

***

The conversation carried on for some time after the decision was made, clearing up the finer intricacies of their arrangement. Orion’s bride, for now, was settled upon Ji Li, Emperor Ji Meng’s daughter and Zen’s granddaughter who’d taken a vow of silence. Upon reflection, perhaps that vow of silence was something that Zen had mandated, always expecting her to be the chosen spouse. They couldn’t reasonably extract information from her if she remained silent.

“After such an icy accord, I do doubt how true he’ll be,” Elenore told Argrave, long after the meeting. They ate within a room of the Sea Dragon, secluded. “I would sleep easier if he were dead. That holds true for many people, now that I think of it…”

“We only need him to be as true as Ji Meng is,” Argrave reflected.

Elenore stared at him, her head working. She raised her brows. “Are you going to… play them against each other?”

“Ji Meng thought the governor would be his lifeline, I suspect. But I don’t think he was fully aware of how prepared Governor Zen was to overthrow his regime—how much he hates him. If Ji Meng is threatened, and if Governor Zen still has to contend with the emperor… it’ll be harmony in chaos. Ji Meng will have to cooperate. And Zen can’t move easily. Right?” Argrave looked at them, seeking counsel.

“And if Zen’s hate of the emperor is an act and they collaborate against us, it could be an absolutely miserable disaster,” Durran noted.

Anneliese leaned her staff against the wall and stretched. “That’s how it’s usually been; walking on threads. Regardless, I know our next destination.” She and Argrave both locked eyes, then both said simultaneously, “Emperor Ji Meng.”

Argrave sighed. “We can learn if we actually have some pressure on him, now.”

Elenore raised her finger. “I think I have a lead on the information leaks Governor Zen’s been relying on. I’ll look into it. You, meanwhile, make the emperor squeal.”

“My pleasure.” Argrave smiled.


Chapter 27

“Essentially, the one person you thought as your lifeline was the one with the most comprehensive designs to take your throne,” Argrave told Ji Meng. “He really only had one condition, other than the standard marriage pitches. And condition that was to sideline you, keep you out of everything.”

“My daughter wouldn’t tolerate a marriage with the family that ended her father.”

“Your daughter was sitting right beside him when Governor Zen said that your death would be a desirable outcome,” Anneliese stated bluntly. “She remained silent.”

The words made Ji Meng feel physically ill, but he tried his damnedest to let none of that shine through in his face. He couldn’t even verify it was true, but the fact King Argrave and his wife had come here personally to say it made him think that this was no mere bluff. And if it wasn’t a bluff… the implications of that set his stomach churning further. His own daughter had come here? She had witnessed this meeting and said nothing?

Ji Meng felt like a plant growing on a rock, subject wholly to the whims of passersby. He had all the power of a newborn.

Argrave rose to his feet. “I’ll let that play out in your calculus. That thing you did with the commanders, having them duel me… I respected that move. But you ought to think very carefully about everything you do, henceforth. With things as they are, you’ll be making a few more public appearances. And after…”

Argrave deliberately didn’t finish his sentence, then helped his wife up for them both to leave the room. Yet even once they’d gone, Ji Meng could show nothing. The walls had eyes, his guards were neutered, and elven giants stood vigil over him at every moment. These were bright, dangerous fires, threatening to consume him if he stepped one inch off the path. Yet from their light, he could see the whole path ahead.

Ji Meng was a fruit plucked from a tree. This fruit was to be wrung dry of all its juice, whereupon its drained carcass would be composted and used as fertilizer for another empire to flourish. The idea made bile rise to his throat, and he grabbed for the nearest drink. He found it—the Ebonice tea given to him every day.

He drank deep of it, not leaving a single drop.

***

Their discussion with Ji Meng proved to be surprisingly fruitful, according to Anneliese. Their declaration had rattled the emperor far greater than either of them had expected. It seemed that, while Ji Meng was a master of the calculus of power, he was utterly without staunch allies outside of the military that idolized him. His own daughter would prefer to side with her grandfather over him. Argrave imagined Sophia doing such a thing, and felt a small amount of sympathy for the emperor surface.

But the coming days set them on a busy path. The day after, Elenore summoned Argrave and Anneliese alone to a secluded room in the Sea Dragon without windows or more than one entryway. Once they were there, she paranoidly commanded Anneliese to make a ward to block any and all sounds.

“I’ve eliminated all possibilities of where the leaks might originate, and I’ve come to an answer about where they come from,” Elenore informed them, looking between Argrave and Anneliese with dark bags about her eyes.

“Seems to have kept you up,” Argrave gestured at her face. This room was meant for storage—he shuffled a crate and sat down upon it.

“Shadows at home tend to seem far darker than those beyond it,” Elenore rubbed her tired eyes. “I’d take care of this on my own, ordinarily, and with great pleasure. But I think there’s a huge problem.”

“Do tell,” Anneliese urged, leaning upon her staff.

“Our leak is divine. Or divine-adjacent.” Elenore crossed her arms. “The Blackgard Union is compromised, not our people.”

Argrave cradled his forehead as extreme annoyance crept up like a geyser through the wrinkles in his brain. Anneliese patiently indulged, “How do you know?”

“Because everyone who knew our plans, outside of the gods, I have complete confidence of their loyalty. Not instinct, either—cold, hard, logistics. I can account for them all, always, through my networks and our guardsmen. Unless you sleep talk secrets out your window, all of our inner circle? We’re fine.” She looked at Argrave. “You divulged a great deal about everything in that trial you did at Law’s Court. Now, that information is disseminating through either a god themselves or their direct servants. Disseminating to Governor Zen.”

It made sense. Argrave felt it was all but certain Governor Zen had been partially, if not totally responsible for the disappearance of key commanders here in the south. Everything beyond that… a god could plug that gap in his information. The gods had envoys in Blackgard. They had information from the trial in Law’s Court. It was viable—no, likely.

“We should call for a trial in Law’s Court at once, then,” Anneliese suggested.

“They would all need to leave the warfront exposed,” Elenore shook her head. “Law most of all. We can’t afford that. Kirel Qircassia would send minions to overrun us in moments. We can fight some gods with our armies, but only temporarily. I don’t want the casualties, though, nor the tremendous loss in already-thin unity.” His sister clapped her hands together once as she declared, “No. We need to find them, isolate them, expose them, and tear their guts out as a message to Zen and others. My hands aren’t strong enough to tear guts. I’ll have to call upon you.”

Argrave nodded. “Puppeteer me.”

“In time. I need to do proper investigations. Only… hah.” Elenore laughed, hiding her eyes and shaking her head. “Only this time, it’s gods. We’ve chewed off a huge meal.” She looked up at him, gray eyes glinting as she muttered, “But when I call you, be ready to tear. I feel some extreme violence is long overdue.”

Names floated in Argrave’s head. Rook, Yinther, Lira, Almazora, Law, Stout Heart Swan… who among them, if any, would Elenore pry from Zen’s grasp? And what would this mean for the alliance? He supposed that time would tell.

“But there’s another thing, too.” Elenore retrieved something and handed it to Argrave. “Sophia wrote this. It’s about ‘Castro.’ She came up with something, and I think… I think it merits consideration.”

Argrave and Anneliese both moved into action, taking the paper.

***

The end goal of the development of Sophia’s power was something different than creating—it was modifying. They needed to use Sophia to transfer Argrave to where Gerechtigkeit existed, and destroy him permanently. The Alchemist thought it was something that she would be capable of, and to that end, teaching her how to modify life was more important than creating it. If she was capable of acting at the same scale as they had seen in Sandelabara, she would be able to help them end this cycle of judgment.

Sophia’s suggestion, then, was completely delightful for both Anneliese and Argrave. It boiled down to a simple idea. What if they were to put a person who couldn’t function inside of the body of someone who could?

Of course, Sophia wasn’t thinking of people who couldn’t mentally function, but rather those who had been rendered invalid; those who were in a coma or a similar state, or those who had lost limbs. In a world with healing magic, cases of that sort were appreciably rare—even something like a brain tumor could be purged, as it had in the case of the current Archduchess of the North, Diana of Quadreign, by use of House Quadreign’s flame. But cases of invalids did exist. And Sophia might be able to help not just one, but all.

Argrave and Anneliese discussed the merits of the idea at length, but it didn’t take long to come to the conclusion that it was a very worthy cause. What made them even prouder yet was the fact that Sophia had come up with the idea on her own. Neither Anneliese nor Argrave had interfered excessively for her to come to this conclusion.

They came to her, and after she gave them an enthusiastic greeting, she ended up using Argrave’s leg as a bench as they sat at the table. 

“Sophia, we received the letter that you sent,” Argrave informed her. “And Anneliese and I have been discussing it. We think it’s a wonderful idea,” he praised her.

Sophia smiled brightly, barely able to contain her excitement. Anneliese spoke first, however, asking, “But I was curious—how did it come to you, this idea?”

“Umm…” Sophia looked down at the ground. “I think… I think I shouldn’t say. You might get mad.”

“Mad at you? We said we liked the idea,” Argrave assured her.

“Not at me. Umm… do you promise you won’t get mad at her?” Sophia looked up at Argrave hopefully. She looked like she wanted to tell.

“Mad at who?” Anneliese pressed.

“Please promise?” Sophia pleaded.

“Alright, I promise,” Argrave conceded.

Sophia inhaled, gathering her words, then launched into her explanation. “Elenore told me her father hurt her really bad. Cut off her feet, and other…” she trailed off, uncomfortable with the topic, before she shook her head quickly. “Well, I asked people about it. They said that Elenore couldn’t walk, and she couldn’t see. But then you made it alright,” Sophia looked up at Argrave. “I thought… it was really nice. Then I saw… I saw the… the thing that I…”

“Castro,” Argrave finished. “And you thought you might use him for the same purpose.”

“Uhuh,” Sophia nodded. “Everybody loves you, Argrave. They said you rescued Elenore out from under the nose of your dad, and then you took her to a volcano, and then you fought a bunch of bad guys and healed her! And then I thought that I could do the same thing! Help people walk again, give them eyes…!” Sophia described, positively bubbling.

Argrave looked at Anneliese. “You’re right, Sophia. You definitely could. Not just Castro, either. A bunch of people, far more than I ever could. But… are you sure that’s what you want to do? You’ll be seeing people with their legs, their arms…” Argrave searched for words, then decided to say it bluntly as he looked into her red eyes. “You’ll be seeing victims of war, of mining accidents. People at their lowest, and their most gruesome.”

Healing limbs was one of the few things that healing magic couldn’t achieve. But Sophia… she might actually be able to do it.

“I’ve seen a lot of people without limbs,” Sophia said quietly. “My dad showed me. And he… tried to make me do it, too. I wish I could’ve helped those people, then. But I was too…” she sniffled.

Argrave gave Sophia a hug. “I don’t want you to think about that anymore, Sophia.”

Sophia clutched his coat as tightly as she could, then asked muffled behind his coat, “So… can I do it?”

Argrave pulled away and looked at her. Her request brought with it a lot of other considerations. If word spread that Sophia was capable of true healing—restoring limbs, eyes, and broken minds—she would become a target. And the nature of such healing meant she’d need to travel far and wide to find these people. They would have to make certain arrangements for her protection. Yet even despite all of that…

“Sophia, I’m extremely proud of you.” Argrave smiled, then looked to Anneliese. “Aren’t you, Anne?”

“Of course I am,” Anneliese walked up, kneeling down.

“It might not happen today,” Argrave explained to her. “It’ll take some time. And you have to keep in mind two things.”

Sophia nodded intently. “Okay. Anything,” she promised.

“Listen to it first.” Argrave lifted her off his leg and set her on the ground. “If you ever feel uncomfortable with this, you have to tell someone. Okay? Don’t keep anything inside.”

Sophia nodded.

“And two…” Argrave hung his head a little. “I think it’s time for you to be brought into the bigger picture. You’re family—I mean that, Sophia. But all of us came to Sandelabara for a reason.”

“Argrave, is this the right…?” Anneliese interjected quietly.

Argrave looked at her, then said, “Given the maturity she just displayed, I think it’s warranted, Anne. I don’t want to keep secrets from her.”

“Rich, coming from you,” Anneliese whispered, but nodded. “Alright.”

Argrave refocused on Sophia. “Let’s talk about Gerechtigkeit.”

“Ger… Gereck…” Sophia’s eyes widened.

“Gerechtigkeit,” Argrave repeated.

“Gerektikeit?”

“Gerechtigkeit.”

Sophia closed her mouth, fearing to speak.

“Gerry,” Argrave shortened it.

Sophia brightened and said clearly, “Gerry?”

“That’s right.” Argrave nodded. “Gerry, destroyer of worlds.”


Chapter 28

The following days were an incredibly complex dance of interwoven plots. They prepared for Sophia’s business in the background as their machinations over the Great Chu began to take effect. Elenore decided to be bold with her isolation of the information leaks, and Argrave was more than willing to help her. Her boldness rested in the fact that she intended to both probe for leaks and carry out their plans simultaneously.

Elenore’s probes were quite sophisticated, yet they had the execution necessary to carry them out. She used Argrave as an instrument to subtly convey different courses of actions to each and all divine ally at their back. Each was different enough to be easily identifiable, yet not enough to arouse suspicion if shared among the others.

Argrave stood on the coast of the south Great Chu, another towering figure with him for a private meeting. “The bottom line is this—before we can assault the sky tower, we need to take the Palace of Heaven,” Argrave said, staring up at one of Law’s Justiciar’s. “And you… I want you to be prepared for a direct assault. It’s central.”

A robust agreement, a few more exchanged words… then the next god, Rook.

“The bottom line is this…” Argrave began identically as he spoke to Rook, who wore wholly black. “We need to take the Palace of Heaven. And you… I’ll need your subterfuge capability for that. It’s central.”

“The bottom line is this,” Argrave spoke next to Almazora, defending Vasquer from continental siege in Dirracha at the perfect center of the kingdom. “We’ll need your magic to take the Palace of Heaven.”

Next, he looked to the wizened Lira. “The bottom line, Lira, is that we’ll need your connections to take the Palace of Heaven.”

He came to the young blond boy that was Anneliese’s patron, speaking all too-familiar tones. “Bottom line, Yinther, we need to know the Palace of Heaven completely to take it.”

“Bottom line,” he began time and time again, for each and all god involved in his plans—even Hause, though her conversation was far removed from the others in light of her stay-at-home role.

And after telling each and every deity of the Blackgard Union the ‘bottom line,’ Argrave told each god that they were central to his plans. Each and all conveyed the same message—that the Palace of Heaven was their goal—but each was simultaneously different enough that they could isolate which deity was the weak link.

Stain, meanwhile, their contact, was supposed to occasionally speak to Governor Zen and see if any of that information had made its way to him. Governor Zen seemed to make a habit of letting them know what he knew, but even if he didn’t, Elenore could easily apply some pressure to get that information from him. With that set as the background, their plans unfolded.

Commander Yuan’s discharge from command by the imperial court, without any proper severance or due honors granted, was the perfect excuse to enact something of a rebellion in the armies. The remaining commanders that they had under sway were instructed to emerge from lockdown and take the armies on strike. It put them in an incredibly treacherous position, but nonetheless each and all obeyed without question. From there, Governor Zen and his family played their role.

Zen Ming, Gold Scribe for the Grand Imperial Bank, and a few other of Zen’s children and grandchildren, used their position to enact a fabricated order from the imperial court. That order was simple; suspend pay for the rebelling soldiers, and refuse to transact gold or silver notes for them and all their family members. Debanking entire armies was an incredibly alarming and overt move for all soldiers in the army nationwide, and news spread like wildfire of this ‘excess by the imperial court.’

But Zen Ming hadn’t truly suspended pay. He instead redirected it to each of the four commanders that were taking their armies on strike, making everything appear as normal in the Grand Imperial Bank. These commanders then distributed this pay to the soldiers, claiming it came from their personal vaults. That was a suspicious move, granted, but in time Argrave intended to validate that suspicion with yet another fabrication; he would claim Emperor Ji Meng had been paying the soldiers, biding his time while he established himself in the south.

Governor Zen fomented mass unrest using his vast array of family and business contacts. His commander and grandson, Zen Da, publicly and loudly spoke about the imperial court and Grand Eunuch Hao dragging this regency on for extended periods of time. This brought no suspicion—his nephew, Ji Meng’s son, was ostensibly in line for the throne. This bid for succession brought other dormant actors to life, and the gears of the Great Chu machine lagged.

But just as the gears began to grind to a halt, the imperial court attempted to oil them. The first thing done was a thorough audit of the Grand Imperial Bank. To their credit, they did isolate Zen Ming as one of the troublemakers. Anticipating this, Governor Zen extracted his grandson long in advance. In response, the imperial court issued a bounty on Zen Ming’s head and spread it in every metropolitan area.

But then, they’d been hoping for that.

Posing as a whistleblower targeted by the imperial court because he intended to spill key details, Governor Zen platformed his grandson and spread ‘news.’ Nationwide bounties were rare, so this information received special attention. It was a complete fabrication—Zen Ming claimed that the precious metal reserves of the Grand Imperial Bank had been discreetly recalled since the regency began, and that several branches of the banks in prominent cities didn’t even have half of the money necessary to cover withdrawals. The second was somewhat true—banks, by nature, seldom had money enough to cover one hundred percent withdrawals. The first, however, was a blatant lie meant to discredit the trustworthiness of the bank.

Naturally, some few paranoid people went to the bank in a rush to withdraw what they had, or exchange notes for precious metal. The action of these few caught the attention of many, and paranoia bred like disease as people contemplated the possibility of the bank genuinely losing all of their money. If there was ever a line at the bank, after all, the prudent thing to do was merely to get in line. Bank runs were a phenomenon as old as banks.

The imperial court was alert enough to realize what could happen—banks might receive more withdrawal requests than they had money on hand, and banks across the nation would become insolvent. To counter this, they decreed a nationwide freeze on non-government bank accounts within days. Despite the fact soldiers, as government accounts, could still withdraw money, the already-sown animosity between the army and the Grand Imperial Bank ignited fiery support for the army’s strike against the imperial court. But more than the army, the people felt that something was seriously wrong.

The court had ample countermeasures prepared. They, too, spread news of their justification behind Zen Ming’s nationwide bounty. They released public figures of the quantity of precious metal in reserve, and several prominent figures announced they’d be adding to the precious metal reserve from their own stores. But most prominently of all, they announced a successor: Ji Bu. His coronation was intended for a week later, whereupon the imperial court would step down.

Following that announcement, Argrave and Anneliese once again sat with Emperor Ji Meng for talk. They delivered to him the news of the past few days, alongside his successor.

“Ji Bu?” The emperor repeated his son’s name, almost as though it sounded unfamiliar on his tongue. “He was always martially gifted. But emperor? I don’t think he’ll be any legitimate threat. It’s still the court behind him. Then again, I suppose it was always going to be this way.”

“It’s time for your debut in a few days,” Argrave looked at Ji Meng. “The emperor, returned to quell this madness that’s arisen in his absence. Recovering from a wound, and so relying upon his Grand Commandant Sun. Even still… how are you at speeches? I expect some good ones.”

“Then you’ll get good ones,” Ji Meng promised. “I do question if what you’ve stirred is going to be enough to win over the whole of the Great Chu relatively bloodlessly. Even if we declare the imperial court traitors to the emperor…”

“Governor Zen deliberately made succession the key issue,” Argrave explained. “Most rival factions are claimant factions—factions that cease to be valid when the true emperor returns. Your empress has let the harem run a little free with claimants and schemes the past while, but now she’ll bring it all back in line. And besides, Governor Zen won’t immediately switch sides. He’ll remain with the court for a time, deliberately sabotaging things before switching sides when it’s most prudent.”

“You seem to have it figured out.” Ji Meng looked up, his face deadly serious. “King Argrave. Queen Anneliese.”

Argrave straightened his back, brought to attention by his strange formality. “What?”

“How does a fruit destined to be juiced preserve itself?”

Argrave blinked in stunned silence. “I’m not sure I heard you correctly—did you say juiced?”

Ji Meng held his arms wide. “In order not to be juiced… the fruit must never run out of juice.”

“What?” Argrave gaped, at a loss. “I think every fruit runs out of juice at some point. They don’t exactly pick and choose how juicy they are. If this is a metaphor, you’ve lost me.”

“I refuse to elaborate.” Ji Meng picked up his cup and drank the whole thing in one go, then set it down with some vigor and exhaled loudly. “Ahh… I feel good. At ease, for the first time in months. I’m looking forward to things, King Argrave.”

Somehow, Argrave felt he lost this conversation. He looked at Anneliese and saw some the same confusion mirrored in her features. Nevertheless, the imperial stage awaited.


Chapter 29

A story spread across the Great Chu—a story spread by tongue and page, delivered to all of the age. The words therein spoke of a victor, a conqueror, a fearless leader of the young and old whose name rung bold. He travelled the lands and sea, spurred forth by heaven’s guarantee, to bring the glory of their empire to another land’s history.

The tale, of course, spoke of the emperor.

With heaven’s winds guiding them and the emperor presiding them, an army divine soared to lands not yet explored. Awaiting these soldiers were this lands’ present holders—elves and men, gods and their followers, standing head and shoulders taller. Clash their armies did, thrash they tried… and out of their crowd, the barbarian king stepped proud. With hair as black as the abyss, he stepped forth to resist.

The emperor presiding advanced forth gliding, and the skies shone with lightning and fire as the war kept tightening under the weight of man’s ire. The barbarian king’s black blood stained the snowy soil, dripping and gleaming like oil. Yet just as he bled, the emperor himself spilt red. Two masters at their summit, one fated to plummet.

Yet in the end, who before has ever dashed the hopes and dreams of the empire supreme?

As the barbarian king inflicted a blow most sound, the son of heaven delivered an attack profound. The king crumpled, downed… yet as he lay dying, his gray eyes defying, the emperor merely stood above sighing.

“What a waste,” said the emperor, “A warrior of your stature I must fracture. Tell me, great king, why you resist me, when you might assist me?”

“I resist,” said the king loudly as he died there proudly, “So that the sun persists to grace my people, that we might one day rise an eagle.”

“The sun, you say,” mused the emperor as he gazed upon this icy bay. “But as the suns move, so does the moon prove that light does not always exist. As surely as light comes, so too does it flee. We must strive to thrive when light deigns not dive. While we wait for light to revive, we must survive. Your light is dimming, noble king, yet your tale may be just beginning. I have no need for this land of endless cold, for it is a place that cannot be controlled. Will you and yours embrace the moon and become my boon?”

And though the king had bled, he’d not yet lost his head. He assented, and his people relented, contented. To honor the king’s spirit and talent inherent, the emperor bestowed a name: Sun, that the king might be the light he so wished for his people. The king rose again with the strength of ten men, abandoning title and lands not idyll to follow the son of heaven. Even in lands unknown, those with sense recognize heaven’s own.

Who but the emperor could inspire such loyalty that even royalty follow him joyfully? 

Elves, men, gods and their followers, swore their fealty—every man, every deity. They promised him loyalty, and he promised them realty. Indeed—to a people that roam, what better promise than house and home? A quaint deal, perhaps, yet quite a steal. Back the son of heaven sailed with a greater reward than had been detailed. What use is land without the man?

Yet when heaven’s own arrived back ashore, things were dissimilar from before. Those he had brought home were loyal and true, yet back home ambitions ignited anew. The imperial court, relishing in luxury, well unused to drudgery, mistook their mere presence for heaven’s guidance of the Great Chu.

“What use have we for the emperor,” they sneered, “When he fancies himself an adventurer? We are the empire’s operators, its moderators; what right has a brute of ill repute to enjoy the fruit of our pursuit?”

Even as heaven’s son landed, the imperial court commanded. “Fire upon him,” they insisted. “The emperor is dead, his body desisted. Should you see him, he is a pawn, his mind gone and soul withdrawn. Elves storm our shores, far different from ourselves. Kill them in twelves, fortify in delves, and ensure none pass our grass.”

The people, blinded, struck out misguided. A plight awaited heaven’s son, for a fight would kill heaven’s faithful one-by-one. And so, by response, a great fortress arose, built by Grand Commandant Sun to oppose. This site? Sun’s Dawn.

The emperor, baffled, stop atop his fort’s scaffold. From it, he called out to all the devout throughout the opposing redoubt. “Why do you fight, good men? Am I not beyond your ken?”

Yet the court and its wiles had plans for any trials. Abandoning heaven’s own son, they sought an empire redone; themselves at the top, their reign never to stop. They abandoned their master, walking headlong toward disaster. To whom did they turn in wake of their spurn? Gods of great concern, who sought to see all lands burn.

So did these gods descend upon good men, blinding and grinding as their winding binding was finding its purchase across the whole surface of the empire set fire. But the emperor’s new servants, disgusted by this observance, were eager deterrents of the court’s ignorant servants. They rose up to be counted, demonstrating Sun must be accounted, as the emperor toiled to avoid making his home despoiled.

Three times heaven’s son called for peace, three times he offered mercy. Yet three times he was refused, three times called unworthy. Heaven was watching as this court kept botching, and through the evil gods’ darkness pierced the emperor’s sharpness. Eight commanders he entreated, yet four of these men fell cheated. Through their sacrifice, the emperor’s message reached his acolytes.

Rise up, people of the Great Chu!

Rise up and greet the dawning Sun!

Rise up, tired and weary souls, to mend the countless holes! There is respite in the light, and there is safety in its might!

Glory to the son of heaven!

Glory to the Sun of heaven!

***

Argrave kneeled beside Ji Meng as he greeted the loudest crowd Argrave had heard. They stood in the long, winding hills of the Great Chu’s southern coast, yet instead of residing within the Sea Dragon along the coast, they stood in the heart of the fortifications carved from the earth. And rather than enemies, each and all arrayed before them were exuberant allies.

Ji Meng had small few opportunities to say anything at all as the innumerable voices expressed enthusiastic praise. It was like a prophet come to walk among them, offering salvation in their darkest hour. As he looked upon Ji Meng, he wondered how a man could grow so utterly loved, could garner such rabid loyalty.

But then, perhaps Argrave understood it well. He had received such praise before after doing battle with the tribes of Vysenn. This was a man whose lifetime had been spent winning such battles, spent a lifetime appealing to the primal desire of man to win, to triumph over enemies, and to stand gloriously with the remains of the defeated remaining behind only as memories. That story was partially true—Ji Meng was a victor, a conqueror.

Yet even as the men cheered, Ji Meng turned to Argrave. He walked toward him, lowered himself slightly, and raised Argrave up. Clutching his arm, Ji Meng raised Argrave’s fist proudly in the air. The cheers did not wane, did not relax—rather, they grew all the more enthusiastic. Argrave was their emperor’s most loyal servant, his greatest defender—a supposed testament to Great Chu might, yet in reality, its would-be puppeteer.

“Look at them,” he heard Ji Meng’s voice above the din of the crowd, barely audible in his ear. “The exaltation of the crowd. The near-worship. It’s intoxicating, infectious.”

Argrave turned his gaze to look at Ji Meng even as the crowd continued to cheer.

“But it rattles the mind, Argrave,” he continued stoically. “It makes you duller. Dumber. Slower. It’s the sweetest wine; no taste is purer, no high is better… yet you grow intoxicated, inebriated, all the same. At some point, there’s a choice to be made. Will things remain as so—slow, dumb, yet happy? Or will you again plunge into the realms of power?” His black eyes fell upon Argrave. “I was too far gone. Will you make the same mistake, some day? Perhaps not. I plunged, yet managed to crawl out of the waters. I don’t intend on making the same mistake again. The waters are cold. You can brave them for me, while I enjoy everything. I’ll be sure of that.”

Argrave looked at the crowd, the emperor’s talk of juicing fruits gaining some clarity. Ji Meng didn’t intend to struggle anymore—that was what he was conveying. But was it another game that he was playing, or the genuine truth? Argrave would have to ask Anneliese if she had been witness to anything.

Emperor Ji Meng broke away, taking his place at the head of their impromptu stage. As the crowd’s cheering waned, he declared, “The regency is over! We are returned!”


Chapter 30

“It took them all a rather uncomfortably long time to reveal that man,” Grand Eunuch Hao complained to an emissary of Erlebnis, the orange-robed man sitting beneath a tree that blossomed in brilliant pink. “We had to force his hand, somewhat. But, well… have you read the story floating around?”

“We know it,” the emissary confirmed. Of all of the emissaries, this one seemed the most human, the most normal—the only oddity was a lump of flesh protruding on its back. It could even somewhat blend into the imperial court.

“Quite grandiose. Quite stirring.” The eunuch ran his fingers through some discarded pink blossoms. “Well… enough talk. Do you have his face, and all the others bit I need?” Hao grunted as he rose to his feet.

The emissary raised its arm up, revealing a six-fingered hand. It snapped, and the Grand Eunuch touched his head as though trying to resist a wave of pain overtaking his mind.

“Half a thousand times, yet I’ll never get used to that…” the Grand Eunuch dragged his hand across his face, and the façade faded away to reveal the true face of the polymorph, Dimocles. He put his hand over his cheeks, then, like sculpting clay, his fingers shifted and twisted and his skin and bones as the man’s blue-green eyes shone ominously. What remained there afterward was a perfect replica of Emperor Ji Meng.

Dimocles continued on in great detail—he cast away the orange robes, then lengthened his legs to grow taller. He changed the flabby body of the eunuch into something harder and rougher, made the hands rougher and calloused, put on signs of age to better match with the ancient emperor whose life had been elongated by virtue of his vital force.

Dimocles put his hand to his throat, then massaged it gently. He hummed, “Wooo….” As he vocalized, his voice deepened until it perfectly matched the emperor’s. With a pleasant and sonorous deep voice coming out, he lowered his hand in satisfaction. “There we are.”

The emissary of Erlebnis draped a purple imperial robe over Dimocles’ bare body, and the polymorph put it on eagerly, then kicked away his old eunuch’s robes. He walked to a still spring beside the blossoming pink tree, and admired himself in the reflection.

“Not too bad. The eyes will always be a problem… but reports say that the emperor doesn’t have any magic, anymore, while I’m still S-rank. Two incongruities, one right answer… but it shouldn’t matter, right?” Dimocles looked over.

“If it does, your role is to prevent it from mattering,” the emissary reminded him. “Another thing. Change your speech. Grand Eunuch Hao could speak as he wished, but you? Times will change. You will be scrutinized, always, as an emperor ought to be.”

“We understand that.” Dimocles straightened, adopting the role of Ji Meng. “And we are returned.”

“This will harm the so-called Grand Commandant Sun’s legitimacy. Now, Kirel Qircassia will do his part.” The emissary turned to walk away into a shadowy recess, leaving behind only one direction. “Be ready.”

***

“Dimocles.”

Argrave stared down upon the blue-eyed Emperor Ji Meng from a temporary druidic bond as his revealed opponent gave a speech in a spot considerably grander than the one that Argrave and Ji Meng had occupied for theirs. Many things made sense now—why the little polymorph had been so silent after Argrave took control of his collection, or how the imperial court was so easily infiltrated. The A-rank ascension that Dimocles used was even more capable than Rook’s blessing, and it also gave its user unparalleled adaptability in combat. But here, it was applied rather prudently to counter all the work they’d been building up to.

Argrave severed the connection with the druidic bond, then looked at everyone near. All the essentials of this operation gathered frantically when word spread to them about an emperor retaking his throne. Even Ji Meng was present for this.

“Sounds like he slunk back to Erlebnis, even after what you two put him through.” Durran leaned up against the wall. “Guess he’ll finally die, this time. We don’t have many third encounters with fated enemies, I don’t think.”

“You know the imposter?” the emperor asked Argrave curiously.

“Yeah. Dimocles. He was working with Erlebnis, but we held something he cared about hostage to force him to betray the ancient god. In the end, we still have the thing he cared about in our possession—his collection. I saw no reason to honor the deal with scum like him, but I guess he managed to get back in Erlebnis’ good graces. He has a good tongue, and he knows how to suck up—he must know how to pleasure gods, no matter how incorporeal,” Argrave said bitterly.

“I’ve never heard you speak of someone that way,” the emperor noted. “Did he best you in times past?”

Argrave looked at him. “Does it seem that way?”

Elenore opened the door as they spoke, then entered. “I’ve just spoken to Governor Zen through Stain. He’s already working on spreading propaganda about the blue-eyed imposter. In turn, they’ve already started spreading word about the false emperor without vital force. We had quite one-sided support, but now… it’s stalled, even if only slightly.” She shook her head and said, “No—it’s not ‘slightly.’ We lost more than half of what we had overnight.”

“Quite easy to solve, isn’t it?” the emperor leaned back languidly. “Let me restore my magic. Return to me my weapon. There’s no more striking image than that to earn the hearts and mind of people. No one can truly imitate me, least of all some polymorph.”

Quiet reigned after the emperor’s suggestion. It was really the only missing link in their plan, the only thing that marked their emperor as illegitimate—the fact that he was muzzled, prevented from using magic. Despite his declaration about being someone who was going to rest and let Argrave handle everything, Ji Meng remained a fierce predator that couldn’t be underestimated.

“I haven’t finished,” Elenore raised her hand, then looked at the emperor. She gestured to the Veidimen guards in the room. “Take him. Leave us.”

They obeyed quickly, and the emperor obediently left the room at their direction. Once he was gone, Anneliese conjured a ward in silent contemplation.

“On top of all this, there’s movement from the Palace of Heaven,” Elenore disclosed. “More fortification, more preparation, more descension—I think they’re aware that it’s our objective. We were just getting a handle on things, now—”

“Forgive me for cutting in, but I think we ought to move quickly,” Anneliese interrupted. “People are far less liable to switch sides if they’ve already taken action. Betrayal is a difficult pill for many to swallow, and no one likes to seem the hypocrite. We have some loyalists—now, it’s time to have the emperor make his first move. We need to claim what regions we can, take what fortifications exist, and make these men steadfast before words can worm doubt into minds undecided.”

Argrave nodded. “I think that’s prudent. We need to see what we’re working with in terms of loyalists. As for the emperor’s idea… should we consider it?”

“I like my sword,” Durran protested. “I want to keep it.”

Elenore blatantly ignored him as she said, “We shouldn’t ever consider loosening our grip. Puppets function best with tight strings—believe you me, I know people like him. I know his mind, because it’s mine.”

At the robust refusal, Argrave’s mind was made. Despite these shows of submission Ji Meng had made, it was true he couldn’t be fully trusted, especially not at this pivotal junction. More importantly, he was easily capable of roaming free if his magic wasn’t suppressed by Ebonice.

Argrave pointed to Anneliese. “Alright. I’m in favor of Anne’s suggestion. Move quick, move fast, divide the empire in half. If it comes to it, we need to be prepared for a battle. And if it doesn’t come to it, we win regardless.”

***

The coming days passed by in a blur as the empire effectively divided itself in two. The rich central and northeastern regions—those most closely connected with the capital of Ji and the imperial court—folded to the blue-eyed emperor by the name of Dimocles, despite their slander and portrayal of him as a trickster demon. The whole of the south obediently fell in line with Grand Commandant Sun, partially because their presence was greatest here. The northwest, much of which was Governor Zen’s territory, remained ‘neutral,’ ready to flip when the time came. Or, who knows—perhaps he was playing both ends against the middle. His motives remained somewhat inscrutable.

Still, entire cities were divided between the Blue Emperor and the Yellow Emperor, as the citizens had taken to calling them. The imperial court’s transition between Grand Eunuch Hao’s regency and Dimocles’ imperial reign was masterfully executed—a few public executions, a couple extreme speeches, and the people believed they were back under imperial rule when their leader remained the same exact person with some new flesh adorning his bones.

Despite the unexpected resistance from the imperial court, the fact remained this was a resounding victory for them. They had nothing but a foothold on the south, where they were constantly accosted by the armies of the Great Chu and Kirel Qircassia’s massive coalition. Now, they had most of southern Great Chu.

Yet the south, cold and dry, was not at all the juggernaut that was central Great Chu. The capital hosted five million people, and several other multi-million metropolises lined the northeast like sprinkles atop a sundae. Argrave’s Yellows had a huge advantage in terms of land, yet a massive disadvantage in terms of the population swayed. Moreover, they were extremely far from their primary objective—the Palace of Heaven, which rested in central Great Chu.

Miles and miles of magic arrays protected the heartlands of the Great Chu—enchanted constructs, designed to attack without the need of a spellcaster. Durran had dealt with some in his pursuit of the eight commanders, but it was incomparable to the sheer bulk of them deeper inland. On top of that, central and northeastern Great Chu had more talented officers—that is to say, S-rank spellcasters.

All in all, Argrave’s personal force from Vasquer possessed about seventy-two S-rank spellcasters—a number that had ballooned greatly with Elenore’s moderation of the dissemination of knowledge. With the addition of new Great Chu allies, that number rose to four hundred and seventeen S-ranks. It seemed almost completely irrelevant before the estimated one thousand to one thousand five hundred enemy S-rank spellcasters. Argrave felt Anneliese could invalidate them all if she fought, and Governor Zen could bring hundreds more to their side. But even still, quantitatively, they were greatly outnumbered by virtue of the imperial court’s superior location.

If they were to fight, Argrave thought they could win. Yet it was still not entirely decisive.

In the days to come, however, things changed yet further, forcing Argrave’s hand. The sky tower, once always targeting Vasquer in a relentless siege… it changed in ways that could not be anticipated.


Chapter 31

What did mortals possess that the gods valued?

The ‘why’ of divinity wasn’t always something that could be precisely measured, but by and large, gods like Kirel Qircassia or Erlebnis valued mortal people only for what use they presented. Argrave had chosen his godly allies wisely, yet even they helped largely because they hoped to make worshippers out of Vasquer’s populace. They hoped to secure a permanent presence and a stable alliance that controlled an entire continent more than they thought of benevolently aiding its citizens.

The mortals of the Great Chu were staunchly anti-divinity, however. They believed in a concept of the heavens—an impermeable will encompassing the entire world, from which all things stem—and the reigning emperor was this heaven’s son. While Great Chu emperors had become gods, they were all viewed as traitors to the heavens rather than proponents of it.

This culture and way of thinking was so absolute that none of the deities of the Qircassian Coalition could make true believers of the whole populace here. Small sections, perhaps. Small towns, even small cities. Yet the wider culture would persist, as it always had. The people would accept no gods. They would exist only as the Great Chu, as had been the case for many millennia.

It made sense, then, that Kirel Qircassia’s sky tower changed its target from Vasquer to the Great Chu.

The skies themselves caught fire over the Great Chu, shimmering with heat and flames of uncountable color. Blasts of hellish purple fire descended from above, targeting the cities of the north—and indeed, the north alone. Arcs of electricity, vast tornadoes, and colossal water snakes rose up to meet attacks that rained like a shower of meteors—the works of S-rank spellcasters or the enchanted constructs defending cities. In Vasquer, all attacks ceased, focused now on the Great Chu.

Elenore’s information lines, elegantly constructed over the past weeks, completely shattered from the chaos of this total war. Small, rural towns in the north, without defense, suffered absolute destruction. The cities themselves were capable of defending against the sky tower’s assault, but all flow of goods and communication ceased as a siege across the continent began.

On the far north, meanwhile, the Great Chu’s so-called barbarian hordes began a full-scale invasion into the north almost as though coordinated—and perhaps they were coordinated by Erlebnis’ machinations. The defending armies were ready for them, and the invaders fell by the tens of thousands. Nevertheless, it strained the north further yet.

Hell became manifest, hiding sunlight and moonlight indiscriminately in wake of its power. Yet even despite this unprecedented calamity… the Great Chu resisted. It did not break, did not fall. Not a one of its cities burned to ash, and though the death toll on the citizenry was high, the armies did not break.

Argrave’s forces in the south, meanwhile, experienced something infinitely worse than the north: nothing at all.

As the Argrave’s new allies witnessed their country light aflame while they were spared, collective suspicion arose. Who else did this benefit but the invaders? Was ‘Grand Commandant Sun’ responsible for this? The prospect of fighting countrymen was already a daunting one, but to have civilian centers assaulted? To rest warm and happy while others faced a calamity beyond reckoning?

“This reeks of Erlebnis’ doing,” Argrave said, standing on the deck of the Sea Dragon. “This sort of cold, callous move…”

“They waited for the Great Chu to fracture in half, then began their assault.” Anneliese sounded pained as she watched. “It may have been their goal to shatter this empire as much as our kingdom. Just as we sought to slay Erlebnis and Kirel Qircassia both, they sought to slay Vasquer and the Great Chu both. It would not be the first time Erlebnis has destroyed empires for his aims.”

“We could prevent this by calling over Almazora, but…” Argrave lowered his head, leaving something unspoken—calling Almazora would expose Vasquer to risk. To risk his own populace to save another, even though the damage to their movement was essentially irreparable… frankly, Argrave could barely consider the notion. His duty to his people came before his duty to all people.

Argrave heard clanging metal behind, and turned to see a Veidimen guard rushing forth. He kneeled down and said, “Your Majesty! Ji Meng is being incredibly insistent. He has repeatedly requested to see you.”

***

“There’s only one way that this invasion makes it through this calamity decisively,” insisted Ji Meng, at the most forceful he’d been in a long time. “Return my weapon. Restore my magic. Restore my honor guard, with all their weapons and glories. Let me lead these men into battle to save their countrymen, destroy and excise the imperial court like the tumor it is, and then together, we can destroy that tower in the sky.”

Argrave crossed his arms. “That isn’t—”

“It is,” Ji Meng interrupted, loudly yet evenly. “They think you will not trust me. If you do, we can turn this disaster into a great boon as their malignant action propels us into both legitimacy and righteousness. You, Anneliese. I know that you can tell if I lie; I reveal that only to earn your trust.” He slammed his fist against his heart. “I will not betray you. Not immediately after, not ten years after, not a century after. If you back my emperorship completely, I will obey completely. Anything you want, I shall provide. You will be my liege, King Argrave, and I your vassal.”

Argrave looked at Anneliese, doubly in shock that Ji Meng knew of Anneliese’s talents and to verify if Ji Meng was being honest. She looked back at him and whispered with the slightest nod, “He…”

“I’m being truthful, aren’t I?” Ji Meng placed his hands on his knees as he sat cross-legged.

Anneliese looked at him squarely, her amber eyes intent. “You have no intention of changing your mind, or otherwise deceiving us?”

“None at all,” Ji Meng shook his head.

Anneliese’s face was cold as stone. “And if we ordered you to kill yourself?”

Ji Meng smiled, and did not answer for a time. “I can’t say I’d do it, no. But do you remember what I said, Argrave, Anneliese? If you juice me, you’ll find the taste the most pleasant you’ve ever had.” Argrave grimaced at the mental image, yet the emperor continued. “You’ll find me an utterly bottomless well of resourcefulness. You would never give such an order—of that, I am confident.”

Quiet reigned before Argrave thought of the most important question. “Why the sudden change? What do you want?”

“What do I want?” Ji Meng repeated. “I want my children to know, for Governor Zen to know, what I chose. Now, and forevermore. I want them to know…” Ji Meng seemed to struggle to gather himself—he was very clearly uncomfortable with his emotions. “I want them to know that it’s mine. I claimed it, I built it over decades, and it’ll remain mine, no matter in what form,” he said venomously. “No matter what compromises I needed to make, I was willing. I want all of my children to keep living, and to see what comes. I want them to contend with you to earn their place in this land, just as I had to do.”

Argrave narrowed his eyes. “You’re doing this… what, because your daughter betrayed you? Because she was ready to work with Zen instead of you? It’s petty vengeance?”

Ji Meng stared for what seemed to be like a minute, clenching his hand against his knee tightly. “You’ll understand, someday. What it’s like for your children to look at you, and their only thought be the hope you’ll die so they can take your place. For them to bicker, to squabble amongst each other, like infants never grown. Born in the most luxurious seat imaginable, yet utterly…” he turned his head away. “I love them. And I’m doing this because I love them. They’ll be worthless, otherwise. No hardship, no struggle, jumping from one lap to the other like nothing more than high-class prostitutes. They should not sit upon the throne just because they were born of my seed. Nor Governor Zen’s, for that matter.” He looked at Argrave. “You have my cooperation. My children will live under my terms—that’s what I want.”

“And if we kill those that try something, will you stay loyal?”

Ji Meng said resolutely, “I won’t tolerate wanton slaughter. I want my children to live—even if they are worthless, a lot of them.” He nodded. “But yes, you may kill the fools that try to rebel and fail. But they won’t, because they’re my children.”

Argrave stared at Ji Meng with a mixture of contempt and respect. That he would do this, out of some twisted and possessive affection over his children… it certainly played to their benefit. But it was a rather disgusting thing to deal with.

Far more disgusting, however, were the actions of the Qircassian Coalition. Argrave was willing to put his feelings aside.

“Anne?” he looked to her.

“I’m of a like mind with you,” she nodded, knowing his intentions.

Argrave consulted with Elenore, who was busy frantically performing damage control. After a long conversation with her explaining the problem, during which Ji Meng waited uneasily, Argrave looked at the emperor.

“You’ll need to restore your magic,” Argrave said quietly.

“The largest issue,” Ji Meng nodded. “I’ve not had that drink. How many days will it take for the Ebonice to leave my bloodstream?”

Argrave grabbed at the Ravenstone on his chest, empowering it to call and release the Alchemist. His huge frame filled the room at once, kneeling down to fit. He compressed himself down to something more suitable.

“I was in the middle of something,” the Alchemist said, his voice like splintering ice. “You might’ve contacted me another way.”

“You’ll be busy again soon,” Argrave dismissed. “This is incredibly urgent. You need to remove all traces of Ebonice from his system, and recharge his magic,” he pointed to Ji Meng, who was admirably composed in wake of the giant suddenly appearing in this room.

The Alchemist looked at Ji Meng, and as the giant’s eyes glowed green in examination, the emperor inquired, “Who is he?”

“You asked me how many days it’ll take,” Argrave continued. “Wrong unit of time. How many hours will it take, my favorite Alchemist?”

***

Argrave sat at a table, looking down at his heart that glowed a brilliant purple as it pumped and bled copious amounts of black blood into small tubes attached where veins ought to be. Elenore sat across from him.

“We’re going to prepare for a mass mobilization,” Argrave explained, looking up from his heart to look at her more clearly. “I want everyone ready to move—all the Veidimen, our own forces, even the gods. Their forces are extremely distracted. We need to come in and assist them. Ji Meng assures me he can assure our assistance blossoms into a more complete alliance; it’s the only way we can salvage things. Spread the word—Grand Commandant Sun is going to protect his countrymen.”

“I’ve, uhh…” Elenore swallowed, then put her hand to her mouth as though to stifle rising bile. She prudently looked away from his beating heart splayed across the table, only to encounter another grim sight.

The Alchemist handled vast amounts of Argrave’s blood, extracting the liquid magic from within it and drip-feeding it to Ji Meng as the indomitable emperor was trying his damnedest not to become petrified from terror. He was cut open, too, and the emperor pulled out tiny essences of Ebonice with extreme precision.

“Gods, I wish I was blind again…” Elenore exclaimed, covering her eyes and shaking her head to dispel the sight. “You didn’t need to bring me here. I’ve already done most of what you said. Galamon is working hard as we speak.”

“Good,” Argrave nodded. “I’ll be going with Durran. We’re going to make the push to the Palace of Heaven, while Ji Meng handles a lot of the other stuff on the ground. Isn’t that right, emperor?” he called out.

Ji Meng instead asked, “How long will this—"

“Argrave did not bar me from removing your ability to speak,” the Alchemist interrupted him coldly. “Silence yourself if this sounds unideal.”

Argrave smiled broadly as the emperor ceased all movement. “Well… it looks like things are moving faster. I think now’s the time to make our move on Governor Zen, too. Find out who the mole is.”

“Alright,” Elenore nodded. “I agree, it’s past time. I’ll cooperate with Stain on that.”

The door opened, and Durran came in. “Hey, you call—" he paused, looking around, then quietly crept to Argrave’s table. “You called?” he whispered, casting glances at the body horror in the room.

“We’ve got a quick counter prepared,” Argrave held his hand up. “You’ve gotta give the sword back to the emperor. And I need you to help me armor Ji Meng’s guard again. It’s ‘go mode.’ We need to look alive. If we do, we might actually stay alive.”


Chapter 32

Ji Meng stood still as his honor guard put his armor on again. Some time ago, he thought he’d never again experience this feeling. He thought he’d grow fat, like a pig fated for slaughter, until Argrave’s hammer came down. But there was a new path—one where he didn’t need to worry about the excesses of the imperial court, the scheming, because someone else would handle it for him.

Perhaps he was simply broken after being in captivity. Regardless, as his guard tightened the last strap of his armor, one stepped forward with his dadao in hand. He took it up. It felt heavy, weighty, after he’d neither seen nor touched it for so long. But Ji Meng hefted it firmly in hand and strode toward the door, flanked by his own men who were similarly unchained.

When he left the room, an army waited for him. They watched him as he walked toward his horse, the tension of a battle soon to come set over the field. There was chatter, silence, and laughter in equal amounts—various mechanisms to deal with the anxiety of battle. For Ji Meng, there was only a hunger. A hunger to earn, to prove, and lastly, to rule. He no longer cared in what capacity—the Great Chu was his.

Wordlessly, he straddled his horse and placed his weapon in a sheathe tied to the horse’s saddle. He held out his hand, and his honor guard delivered to him a familiar ornate horn. He raised it to his lips and blew. Wyverns flew up into the sky as a low, rumbling note echoed throughout the battlefield, drawing the attention of all. When the sole focus of an army fell upon him, Ji Meng gathered his breath to speak.

His vital force empowered his speech, echoing out louder than the horn that preceded it. “We march to save our countrymen. We march to destroy the gods that would fracture our empire with imposters, then set it aflame. We march, children of the empire, to restore the balance of heaven.”

Nothing more needed to be said. Ji Meng raised the horn back to his lips, and blew it thrice—the signal for a march. And an army that had been on the cusp of falling apart hours before… it advanced to where the carnage of gods in their ivory tower above left its mark on the earth.

***

Dimocles rather enjoyed the throne of Emperor Ji Meng. Even the body wasn’t half-bad. He sat, the puppets of the imperial court arrayed around him, as they fruitlessly argued in circles about the wanton destruction raging about them. It was nothing more than playacting—a countdown, waiting for the south to fall apart under the Qircassian Coalition’s excessively ruthless move.

Perhaps Argrave would do something foolish and overextend as he had in the Bloodwoods. The king always made foolish decisions to protect others. Most likely, the south would turn. If Argrave didn’t extricate himself properly, Vasquer’s forces would suffer massive damage, and Dimocles could swoop in with all the fury of the whole Great Chu and mop things up. Perhaps his uneasy alliance with the emperor would fall apart, or perhaps the real Ji Meng would—

“My emperor!”

Dimocles was pulled from his gleeful thoughts as a messenger stormed in, coming to kneel before him. He wanted to reprimand the fellow, but messengers held a special status in the court. Instead, he indulged, “We are listening.”

“The Yellow Emperor has taken the field of battle! They say his vital force is fully restored, and he reinforces city after city to lessen the burden of the defense. Some… some local garrisons have defected. They’re heading closer and closer to the heart of the empire.”

Clamor erupted in the court—many reprimanded the messenger for even daring to give this imposter the title of ‘emperor.’ Dimocles was baffled. Was this another trick, a machination of the god Rook, perhaps? Had Argrave a person under his thrall that knew polymorphism? Dimocles had received this A-rank ascension from Erlebnis himself, and was assured that none other knew of it. Still, Argrave had raided Erlebnis’ vault…

“Describe this Yellow Emperor,” Dimocles commanded over the din.

“They say…” the messenger hesitated, lowering his head further in the kowtow. “They say that he wields the emperor’s… no, your dadao expertly, tearing through any and all attacks that assail the cities or any foolish enough to resist. His honor guard, meanwhile, is said to be the exact ones sent with the emperor on his journey. He claims to all his intent to kill the… the emperor.”

Dimocles heard something dangerous on the man’s tone—wavering belief. This uneasiness he felt was mirrored in his court as silence consumed the room until only the heavy breathing of the exhausted messenger could be heard. These people, puppets all, looked to Dimocles for their answer. Dimocles in turn wished to look to Erlebnis.

“It seems we must reclaim our blade from the corpse of the faker,” Dimocles declared, rising to his feet. “Gather what men can be spared. We will meet this pretender in the field of battle, and tear the mask from his face so that all can witness his deception. None can imitate us, even if they bear our blade and our men. Go, now—depart, with this command in your hearts.”

The imperial court, called to action so quickly, departed in a frenzy, and the messenger ran out of the room without another word. He did intend to confront Ji Meng. He had the Blessing of Supersession, and the backing of the Qircassian Coalition. Powerful Ji Meng and his allies might be, but they were mortals all the same. The only risk was the gods—a risk that was sure to be mitigated greatly by the Coalition, watching above for any misstep. One clash, one battle, carrying behind it infinite legitimacy. Ultimately, it was the winner that was the most legitimate. But if he lost…

As the people began to fade, Dimocles got a hold of the commander of the palace guard. The palace guard would be the troops he was to lead—every bit the match of Ji Meng’s honor guard, be it in equipment or otherwise, they would be the cornerstone of this upcoming battle. But he had another task for them.

“We have something you must see to,” Dimocles declared quietly. “The Palace of Heaven… ensure that there is a suitable path to it, at all times, via spirits or otherwise.”

The guard captain nodded and went off to do his bidding, seeing nothing unusual with this situation. Even if he was overcome, he could retreat to the Palace of Heaven. So long as he lived, doubt would remain in the empire. The Palace of Heaven couldn’t be taken half-heartedly, not with gods as its garrison.

***

Anneliese, following behind the veritable force of nature that was Ji Meng, soared through the sky aback a wyvern with her staff clenched tightly in her left hand. Though she followed, it was only a short distance behind. She had a very good reason to be at the front of the crowd. All of the defenses that ordinarily might’ve stalled their advance were instead dedicated solely to defending from the hellfire that the tower of clouds above subjected this city to.

Anneliese did her part in this long march, defending with S-rank wards wherever possible. Their advance in the skies and on the ground felt unstoppable, unassailable, in large part because none of the divine servants of the Qircassian Coalition deigned to descend. They bided their time as the mortal ants did battle, surely waiting to swoop in when things were most favorable.

But a true confrontation awaited; the clash of the two emperors. The moment that they heard the Blue Emperor had taken the field, Anneliese had been assigned to the front. She thought she’d conquered nervousness, but her role was so pivotal that it had revived that dormant feeling. It redoubled when the first sighting of the Blue Emperor’s army came into view—Dimocles. Even from here, she saw a familiar sight within his body—the Blessing of Supersession that Argrave had once had. The chaos it could cause, in the hands of an S-rank spellcaster… she shuddered to think of it.

“Durran,” she called out loudly over the wind. “I’ve got eyes on him.”

In response, Durran brought a horn to his lips and blew it boldly. The wyverns, once barely following behind, began to surge ahead as all manner of power wrapped around them. They cut through the oddly beautiful lilac sky as they advanced, flying over an open field of tall grass that stood between the two armies.  Spells of extreme power rose to smite them down, but the Magisters of the Gray Owl sitting atop the wyverns defended masterfully as they had in countless battles before.

When they made it to the middle of the vast field of grass between the army of the Blue and Yellow Emperors, Anneliese grabbed a knife strapped to her boot, cut the strap tying to her the saddle, and dismounted. Artur’s enchantments on her armor came to life, slowing her fall. The enemies paid some attention to her as she fell, and great spells bridged the gap to strike her down. With Veid’s heart as her staff, no magic could even near her.

Anneliese alighted on the field, totally alone as chaos consumed land and sky. She saw an army marching forth, and at its head, the so-called Blue Emperor, Dimocles. The malignant collector. The man that’d caused them so much trouble in the Bloodwoods, here again to thwart them. Anneliese gripped her staff tightly, then grabbed the top of it with her other hand.

With a quick wrench, she drew the blade out from the slender staff. She felt an icy claw wrap around her heart as its second function took effect. When it was fully drawn, the iciness in her chest was near unbearable. But she pointed its edge at Dimocles, and saw that icy power erupt forth from her heart, along the blade, and finally to Dimocles, where it coiled around him. She saw him grab his chest, and knew that he felt it too.

Using the power of Veid’s heart, which had been forged into this weapon, she had compelled combat from Dimocles. Until she sheathed her weapon or left this mortal coil, he could not flee. And she certainly felt in her heart one thing.

Dimocles would die today.


Chapter 33

Everyone, including Argrave, had seen Anneliese descend down from the wyvern into the field of grass between the two armies. He had watched it with a heavier heart than anyone else, but he knew that she was the only one who could reliably pursue the most important goal—cutting off the head of the ugly beast that had wormed itself around the Great Chu.

Perhaps, however, it would be more accurate to say this Dimocles was a mere hand of the beast—the true beast was above, raining hellfire upon the countryside of the Great Chu. While Anneliese did battle on the ground, Argrave’s battle would be altogether different… while she fought on the front, he was to swat away the gnats: Erlebnis’ emissaries.

Their scouting capabilities were robust, fortunately, and they noticed the monstrosities lurking throughout the surrounding countryside long before they could ambush and destroy vast amounts of people by channeling Erlebnis’ power as pure magic. Dimocles must’ve called in Erlebnis to ensure victory. These creatures, while possessing the Blessing of Supersession the same as Dimocles, lacked the capacity to use shamanic magic. This made them vulnerable to spells like [Requite], whereas a mortal like Dimocles would be capable of neutralizing any such spell.

And standing with him on the battlefield for the first time Argrave could recall… the Alchemist rose dozens of feet above the army, clad in chitinous armor made of his own flesh and blood and still brimming with magic even after the procedure on Argrave and Ji Meng. With him on his right, and Orion on his left… Argrave felt infinitely reassured.

“Such tedium,” complained the Alchemist. “I have better things to do with my day.”

Argrave’s royal guard eyed the giant figure warily. The perceptive few were vaguely aware that this person existed, but now he stood openly on Argrave’s side. It was a marked change.

“If you do your best, we might be able to go home early,” he tapped the Alchemist on the wrist. “For now… let’s keep the nosy pedestrians off Anneliese’s stage.”

Forward they marched, seeking to cut off the grasping hands of the Qircassian Coalition. The gods watched the skies close at hand, ready to intercept any interference.

***

After Anneliese landed in between the two armies, she stayed still as both continued to advance. Dimocles, sensing something was wrong, let his army advance somewhat ahead as he hung back. Perhaps he wanted to retreat, but Anneliese’s weapon would surely be preventing him from acting on these thoughts. As the two armies ahead and behind folded in on each other, probing attacks flew her way. Magic-imbued arrows, spells… yet she patiently blocked them all with humble wards, staying firm.

Though it was the most dangerous, there was something Anneliese had long ago embraced. It was in the heart of the battlefield, caught in waves of chaos, that she was most potent.

And so when the enemy army neared, she advanced forth and sent out powerful ice magic. The now-lighter staff in her left and the blue-gray sword in her right proved no obstacle to spellcasting, as she’d ample practice fighting like this. A writhing blizzard, shards of ice formed into daggers, hurtled across the field of grass destructively, shearing a path before her.

With her first attack, she felt that tremendous glut of magic bore into her—the product of chaos, of her spells whirling through the air and stealing from mortals the very heart of their magic. Their defensive wards buckled beneath the sheer pressure of her attack, straining, and as they broke they became her strength. It was against an army that [Life Cycle] was most at home, sapping the magics of thousands.

Counters came shortly after—lightning magic, cutting through the blizzard faster than the eye could see, but she had been prepared. It struck her ward. Shortly after, countless other attacks followed. It was like the army was a giant swatting an insect it had just been made aware of. When their first effort failed, spells fizzling away on her ward and empowering her once more, she earned the undivided attention of the enemy.

With the attention of an army came sheer waves of power. Anneliese sent her own attacks—writhing whirlwinds to blow away the blades of ice that sought to bleed her, great walls of rumbling earthen magic to ward away the lightning that sought to stun her, towering infernos to turn geysers into naught more than steam… she cast without thought, with reckless abandon, and each attack she sent thrived in the chaos of war.

Anneliese became a front on the battlefield all on our own, the armies ahead and behind splitting in twain in deference of the absolute destruction bridging the gap between Anneliese and Dimocles’ entire army. Where there had been a serene plain of grass once, there was now only a desolate field of earth that was blackened, twisted. All before the two froze, melted, or turned to dust in a state of constant flux from the volleying energies sent back and forth. There was a great trail of destruction beneath her feet as she advanced, and both armies gave their battlefield a wide berth until she was alone in a circle at the heart of both armies.

Her foes were many—old masters that’d seen thousand of battles and hundreds of wars, or the talented and ambitious that, much like herself, achieved outsized advancement at a young age. She dealt with A-rank ascensions uncountable—people that could meld with the earth and appear near her, those who could leave spells like landmines, or those that could constrict the very air itself with magic.

Anneliese outlasted them all.

She needed constant prudent judgment and the discerning eye offered by her blessing of [Truesight] at all times, or a blow would sneak past her. She wasn’t perfect; some attacks landed. Yet the Inerrant Cloak lent to her by Argrave consumed her magic to block most any attack. Magic flowed into and out of her in the heart of this absolute chaos, meaning it could absorb countless blows—she deliberately let some pass to take advantage of the artifact in this dangerous match of life or death.

As more and more time passed, her opponent’s intensity lessened while hers remained static. While she stood tall, they began to falter, to shrink away. Key players fell back one after another, exposing more and more of Dimocles’ elite forces to Anneliese’s wrath. Her allied forces, meanwhile, were a constant pressure that sought to constrain rather than decimate. Their goal was not slaughter: it was to cut off the head, and so they facilitated Anneliese in small numbers while the bulk of the army stayed back.

Anneliese advanced upon her weakening opponents, and as the opposition’s spells waned, she found herself taking magic not from the spells of her enemies but tearing it free from their very flesh and blood. She was like rushing water against dirt, wearing people away into oblivion as she cut toward the heart of this army. And soon enough, she saw what she was seeking.

The golden lamellar armor of the palace guard shone brightly in the battlefield, their helmets bearing silver crescent moons. They bore divine armaments as they stood around the Blue Emperor, Dimocles, who had been rooted in place. Even they seemed jarred that their emperor would not retreat… but they couldn’t know he was entirely barred from fleeing. He wasn’t physically restrained from moving backward, yet any thoughts he had of retreat, his mind would not obey. He only had one choice—fight her.

But as befit the palace guard, these people stood boldly in defiance of Anneliese’s power. As befit those that guarded the emperor in his palace, they were well-suited for defending their master. Their weapons could cut through magic itself, reducing it to nothing more than black mist: Ji Meng had warned her of this. They demonstrated that ability ably, and for the first time, Anneliese’s relenting push slowed as her magic did not return as quickly.

Yet as Anneliese watched ahead, she felt that problem was soon about to be remedied. Dimocles glowed with power unimaginable, the Blessing of Supersession pouring oceans of magic all throughout his body. The Blue Emperor’s body twisted, and the front of his body erupted past his armor into dozens of arms with dozens of hands, each and all casting spell matrixes.

“Just die, freakish thing!” she barely heard above the din.

Five minutes, Anneliese knew. Five more minutes, and he would be nothing more than another like the countless she’d passed by before. But Dimocles fell to the ground, each of his innumerable hands touching the earth. Rather than attack her, it would seem, he changed his targets to something without defenses.

The earth itself, battered and broken from the unending volleys of power… it split in two, cracking. She felt gravity claim the earth beneath, and began to fall.

***

The pit in the earth that arose following Anneliese’s advance to Dimocles’ position was dwarfed only by the pit in Argrave’s stomach when he lost sight of her as she fell into the unending abyss beneath the earth. Vast stretches of the ground had simply parted in an unprecedented display that demonstrated the full might of Erlebnis’ Blessing of Supersession. That display of power wasn’t ordinary, elsewise Argrave and the Alchemist might’ve struggled with these emissaries a great deal more than they had.

The crater resulting from Dimocles’ move was large enough to swallow a city… and it had indeed swallowed part of one, its buildings lurching treacherously on the fringe. Canals had been interrupted, nearby farmhouses had been entirely swallowed, and vast amounts of water from a disturbed river spawned a gargantuan waterfall into this new pit. The chaos in the skies above prevented ample light from filtering down, so it appeared as though nothing more than an abyss waited down below.

Dimocles’ entire army had vanished… but then, so too had much of the forces that Ji Meng had been leading. Great Chu forces were most heavily hit, while the Veidimen had been flanking from the side so avoided any significant damage. The emperor himself had been spared this result, and Argrave even saw Ji Meng peering out into the crater from a distant hill.

“Can you see her?” Argrave asked the Alchemist anxiously. “Can you see anything at all?”

“I see Dimocles, burning brightly. He’s using the earth as his weapon, rather than magic. He seeks to bury all. As for Anneliese…”

Argrave closed his eyes and steadied his breathing. He opened his eyes, staring into the pit. “She’ll be fine. She’ll win. I trust she’ll win.”


Chapter 34

It was monumentally challenging for Anneliese to keep her wits when the earth fell out beneath her feet, yet it proved infinitely more challenging when it rose up to swallow her just as things were calming. Dimocles’ great gash in the earth was not the end to the assault—it was merely a change of arena, one over which he had more mastery.

Dimocles’ flesh was his to control, and it felt as though that ability had extended throughout the whole of the earth. The walls of this vast crater writhed and twisted like something alive, and she heard the screams of thousands of lives extinguished. Other times, she didn’t hear screams at all—she saw people trapped, compressed, and turned to nothing more than gore beneath thousands of tons of earth. They crunched and cracked like meat and bones in earthen teeth.

The earth hunted her, too, though without precision. Great mounds of dirt, sand, and rock attacked from beside and above as she fell, and she dodged them with practiced use of her enchanted boots. Before long the assault became too heavy, and she was forced to counter with two powerful blasts of wind that sent rock upward where it once had fallen. She saw Dimocles, and rather wished she hadn’t.

Dimocles descended down into the crater, too, in the center of this vast crack. His body stretched unfathomably thin and branched out to bridge the whole of the gap as though he was a giant daddy long-leg. Only the head, still bearing the visage of Ji Meng, remained undistorted. Thousands of teal eyes on his elongated limbs frantically searched the pit below before one spotted her after she’d been forced to burst free of the pit. Every eye turned to her at once, their teal light shining like lanterns. Then, she saw vast quantities of magic erupt at the edges of the crater as Dimocles sent commands into the earth.

Anneliese finally reached the bottom of this pit, landing upon the wet sand at the bottom. Meanwhile, the walls themselves started to fold inwards, the faint light above narrowing as it inched ever closer. Dimocles’ colossal and spider-like body slowly recompressed as the edges of the crater came back to bury all that had fallen.

But Anneliese’s goal remained unchanged. She was to kill Dimocles.

Rather than wait, she ascended upwards, powerful bursts of air echoing throughout this vast cavern. The floor beneath spurred into action, gargantuan earthen hands rising up to grasp her, to stop her. Clever wards that she used as platforms stopped them, and the unquantifiable magic within the attacks fueled her ascent.

A great arm erupted from the walls moving slowly, yet when it neared golden-armored palace guards burst from the knuckles, jumping madly. She hoped she might make allies of them, yet she noticed the black malignance of necromancy bursting within them one second too late. Dimocles must’ve killed them, seized them, and repurposed them. They cut through the ward she’d made with their magic-dispelling divine armaments, and then the great hand of earth slammed into her.

The Inerrant Cloak stopped the mighty attack in its track, draining the whole of her magic. Some scant drops of magic flowed into her being, yet it wasn’t enough for a sufficient counter. Knowing attack was her defense, she frantically cast lightning magic at Dimocles, and his conjured wards rejuvenated her enough to facilitate a rapid flight to retreat downward. She used gravity and the force of her magic winds to propel herself as fast as she’d ever gone, whereupon she collapsed ungracefully at the bottom, the Inerrant Cloak absorbing the damage from the fall.

The now-undead palace guards landed all around her from the skies as the walls continued to cave in. Light was thinning to nothing more than small circle… yet suddenly, their unceasing advance stopped. The vast quantities of magic bursting free of Dimocles ceased, and she realized the five minutes were up. The walls’ unnatural movement halted, and this chasm was now a slave only to the forces of nature.

Dimocles, unable to flee, curled those thin and disgusting arms back inward and fell down where undead servants caught him and set him down gently like the emperor he disguised himself as. Anneliese calmed her breathing as the chaos of the fight waned, yet even as she watched, more and more of the palace guards crawled out from the crumbling ceiling and the tumbling walls, broken yet kept walking by necromancy.

“No more gnats to fuel you. Only the elites of this nation, well-suited for dealing with spellcasters… and me,” Dimocles shouted. “You’re drained of magic. You have no way of getting more. No one would be foolish enough to follow after us into this… this sinkhole.” He looked above contemptuously.

From above, a waterfall disturbed the ceiling, casting great stretches of the misshapen crater down as boulders and landslides. Anneliese neared the center, where tumbling rocks were least common.

“You’ve impressed me. I was worried about Argrave, but you… I could keep you,” Dimocles continued. “No—one way or another, I will,” he swore, gesturing to the undead minions. “You can choose in what manner that is.”

Anneliese observed the face of the false emperor. Under ordinary circumstances, she might’ve considered playing along to score a surprise attack… but Dimocles’ face was inscrutable, and she could discern no true emotions from it. No—it was she, alone, against the undead palace guards that could dispel magic with their weapons, and an S-rank spellcaster who knew of her ability. One word to Elenore, and that could be remedied. Her allies would come down to help.

Anneliese didn’t need help; of this she was near certain. Even still, she knew it prudent to keep others informed, and so she swallowed pride and informed her sister-in-law of the situation.

But once word was sent, she walked forward, sword held out.

“Fine,” Dimocles nodded. “Dead, alive… it doesn’t matter to me. It’s all the same meat.”

When the first palace guard swung at her, her Starsparrow, hanging idle, dove into its sword hand at its ridiculous speed. The blow flew aside, and she cast an ice spear straight into the undead’s neck. As it impaled the body, the necromantic energies within broke down into magic and surged into her. Anneliese used it to soar away with her enchanted boots.

“Cockroach!” Dimocles shouted in panicked fury. “More tricks!”

Taking inspiration from the immutability of earth magic Dimocles had amply displayed, Anneliese cast a spell into the ground. The earth rumbled in an obvious wave as magic carried her will, and then a spike erupted forth where the palace guards were concentrated. Their blades mitigated the effect slightly, but their formation was largely shattered and the spike continued on toward Dimocles. He was forced to block with a ward, and yet more magic replenished Anneliese’s diminished supply.

Dimocles ran far backwards, calling the palace guard back with him for a defensive formation. Anneliese calmly stood atop the spike of earth she’d just made as yet more portions of the wall and ceiling shook the ground as they fell.

“You’re going to die here, Dimocles,” she told him. “With a face not your own, in a land you don’t know, forgotten by everyone except those who’ll kill you.”

The Blue Emperor stared at her, eyes twitching as he thought of a response. Just as he opened his mouth, a huge boulder landed behind him and he turned his head back in surprise. Anneliese quickly cast lighting magic, and three bolts of lighting spread out like a trident seeking Dimocles. Two were dispelled by the undead palace guards’ weapons, yet one hit its mark.

He spasmed, then turned and retaliated by instinct with a high-ranking ward. Dimocles was losing composure, forgetting his plan. Anneliese hammered upon it with low-ranking lightning magic that the palace guards could not easily dissipate, draining and absorbing it all. Then, she walked forward again.

The palace guards, though well-armored, remained nothing more than crude undead wearing the skin of elite soldiers. They didn’t learn, didn’t adapt, and one-by-one she dismantled them efficiently to absorb the magic within them at less expense than she used to end him. Dimocles tried time and time to again to work alongside his creations to land a blow… but even if he had been more competent, she still had the Inerrant Cloak. He ended up wasting magic, fueling her further.

When only three of the palace guards remained, she looked to Dimocles. For the first time, she read him as clear as day. Fear, panic. It oozed from him as he accepted this was his inevitable confrontation with death. In his fear and panic, he shouted, “Just die!”

His body shifted, sprouting crude weapons and strengthening himself to rush faster. He tried to cast a spell from a hand that burst free from his mouth… but Anneliese merely went to the air, leaving behind a B-rank ice spell. An axe blade descended on Dimocles like a guillotine, cutting right through him and sending two parts of him crashing in different directions.

Without his schemes, without his tricks, without gods and their power at his beck and call… he wasn’t much, after all.

Dimocles grew still, but his undead persisted. Anneliese continued to cast attacks at what remained of him until the things fell, finally greeting the death they deserved. She stood for a long while, and as this vast pit continued to settle, her frayed nerves refused to relax. After a very long time, the sounds of great wings beating disturbed her. She looked to the right, where Durran descended down and landed on the back of his wyvern.

“Anneliese!” he said. “Looks like I’m the first to make it. What…?”

“It’s done,” she shouted, voice finally beginning to tremble. She walked up to Dimocles’ body. Ji Meng’s face stared up at her, blue eyes shining in the light like gemstones. What had Dimocles looked like? She didn’t remember, anymore. And no one ever would.

“I stopped him.”

***

Argrave watched as Durran soared up out of the black abyssal pit. The relief he felt when he saw white hair whipping about in the air was indescribable. The battlefield, once all noise and chaos, had quieted. Even the sky tower above had deigned to lessen its assault, even if only for a brief moment. Erlebnis’ emissaries had abandoned their aim to attack the armies, and what remained of both sides ceased combat entirely.

Durran flew to where Argrave, the Alchemist, and Orion stood waiting. Argrave gave them a wide berth as the wyvern landed, then walked up eagerly when the reptile settled. Durran jumped down first, then helped Anneliese as she hauled something—a grotesque body.

By the time Argrave made it, the two of them had made it back to land. Anneliese, covered in filth, looked at him with hollow amber eyes and said numbly, “I brought Dimocles’ body. He died twisted and inhuman, but he still has Ji Meng’s face. We can present this thing to everyone to bolster Ji Meng’s legitimacy. They’ll know they were tricked, right?”

“Forget about that,” Argrave said, putting his hands on her shoulders. “Are you alright?”

“I’m…” she closed her eyes. It seemed the first time her thoughts had been brought back to herself. “I’m exhausted. I can’t think.”

Argrave held her tight. “Then don’t think. You don’t need to, not anymore. We won. You won,” he said, voice tight and drawn from the intensity of the situation. He stroked her head gently.

Anneliese started shaking, the adrenaline and willpower she’d mustered finally leaving her body as victory settled in its place. It had been a heavy, terrible day… yet Anneliese had won it for them.


Chapter 35

It was a new day for Emperor Ji Meng. Rest didn’t come easy for the victorious army as hellfire continued to rain down from the sky, but their armies took shelter in a formidable fortress. What little remained of the Blue Emperor’s support fell under their banner without any struggle whatsoever. Within this fortress, the emperor kneeled in the spot the lord of the castle generally occupied, while two people sat at a table they’d dragged into the room, enjoying a large breakfast. Ji Meng wasn’t the lord, in this scenario. These two were.

Emperor Ji Meng looked upon King Argrave and Queen Anneliese. In the past days, he’d seen the king willingly have his heart ripped out by a gargantuan, inhuman demon, only for him to keep talking and delivering orders to his underlings like nothing was amiss. The queen, meanwhile, dropped down in the center of a battlefield, stood her ground against dozens of S-rank spellcasters alone, then fought the champion of an ancient god that ripped a crater into the earth the size of a city. And she’d won that battle.

Ji Meng was rather contented he’d made the right decision, submitting to the duo.

“Are you going to gather errant forces before heading to the capital?” Argrave asked him expectantly, cleaning his hands of crumbs.

Ji Meng shifted where he kneeled, drawn from his thoughts. “No. I’m going to head right for the imperial court, gather what remains of the palace guard, and then regain control over the city. All things stem from Ji—it’ll make the task easier.” He pointed at a body that bore his visage, propped up against the wall—another unnerving thing.  “We’ll display that body in a public place. It’s doubly helpful that you slayed him, Queen Anneliese.”

“Because you couldn’t have?” Argrave said with a smile, pushing aside his empty plate.

“That, and it gives me more legitimacy. ‘The emperor didn’t deign to fight the lowly pretender. Instead, the demon was slain by his faithful Grand Commandant’s second-in-command.’” Ji Meng gestured toward them. “I’ve no doubt they’ll be telling legends about you throughout the whole continent. My men ask me endless questions about the white-haired woman.”

As Anneliese smiled without much enthusiasm, Argrave put his hand atop her own. “And you tell anyone that asks, I’m sure, that she’s my wife.”

Ji Meng dipped his head. “Of course. I do have something to advise about, however.”

“Go ahead,” Anneliese encouraged him.

“Governor Zen will hear about me leading armies, my vital force rejuvenated. He’ll be fully aware that this is far beyond the plan that you discussed with him. And with the prospect of me heading to the imperial court—and by extension, the imperial harem, where his power is densest—his distrust of you will reach its apex,” Ji Meng declared clearly and with urgency.

“I’m not sure he ever fully trusted us,” Argrave shrugged, but looked at Anneliese. She gave a silent nod, conveying a cue to the king Ji Meng didn’t grasp. As though permission was granted, he looked back at Ji Meng. “I know what you’re trying to do—secure your position by isolating us from Zen. The fact is, though, we have an information leak. We need to stay close to Zen temporarily for a total victory both within and without. You want to purge the court; we want to purge our traitor.”

“I’m not—” Ji Meng began, before he caught himself lying. He closed his eyes and sighed. “Yes. I would see you separated from Zen; such an outcome would give me security I lack. But… if you allow me, I can help you regain the governor’s trust. I can help you pull him up by the roots.”

Argrave contemplated this silently, while Anneliese urged, “Go on.”

“Before I do, I’d like to…” Ji Meng caught himself, questioning if he was pushing the boundaries. He lifted his head boldly and said outright, “I’d like to know your plans for me.”

The silence following felt like a harsh sentence, but after a time Argrave put his elbow on the table and leaned against his hand. “Once everything’s settled, you’re going to name me Commander-in-Chief of the Expeditionary Force Against the Barbarians.”

Argrave seemed amused as though he’d said a joke, but Ji Meng was uncertain of what it meant.

He began uncertainly, “I’m not sure…?”

“You’re going to give me a hereditary title of command. In effect, the title will delegate all administrative, civil, judicial, and military authority to me.” Argrave put his hand to his chest. “You’re to retain the title of emperor, and you’ll continue to be known as the son of heaven. But rather than having genuine political power, you’ll be a ceremonial figure; effectively, the head of the faith, of the Great Chu’s belief in the son of heaven. Simply put, a permanent, hereditary regency.”

Ji Meng exhaled quietly. It was more or less what had been agreed. It was simple, elegant… and provided Argrave acted prudently, Ji Meng could continue to reign as emperor as long as his natural life. It would be infinitely easier to be the emperor that humbly confirmed rulership over the Great Chu to a military dictator than one who fought valiantly to maintain it. The title of ‘son of heaven’ would become both a protection and a binding trap. He and all his successors would maintain their position so long as they obeyed. And if they didn’t… war would consume the Great Chu, and his imperial dynasty would end.

With his mind clear and the future laid out plain, Ji Meng felt it the proper time to do something he hadn’t done in many decades. From where he kneeled, he lowered his head until it touched the ground in a kowtow. He lowered his head to people more than half a century younger than him. He didn’t expect Argrave to understand the cultural significance—perhaps in time the king would learn—but for now, the gesture was to humble himself for his new role.

“I thank you for your grace,” Ji Meng said, his mouth facing the ground.

“It’s not grace. It’s practicality,” Argrave dismissed. “Now—what were you going to say about Governor Zen?”

Ji Meng straightened his back once again. “For someone like Governor Zen… he sees weakness as opportunity. If we can couch my present position not as your newfound strength, but a weakness… it’s far easier to assume incompetence before excellence.” He held his hands out. “Of course, I’m asking for a great deal of trust.”

“Well…” Argrave scratched at his cheek. “No harm in hearing you out.”

***

Stain, at Elenore’s behest, once again stood with Governor Zen. In wake of the terrible war, the governor had abandoned his peaceful pavilion for a fortified compound loaded with arrays of defensive weaponry designed to resist thousands of invaders. Now they stood in the heart of this fortified compound. Unlike all other times, dozens of guards lined the room as Governor Zen sat at the head of a table with several family advisors.

“We’ve killed the false emperor,” Stain conveyed just as Elenore told him, sitting at the foot of the table as the guest of honor. “Now, it’s all but assured the rest of empire will fold. Do you know what comes next for us?”

Governor Zen entwined his fingers. “The Palace of Heaven, isn’t it?”

Stain felt his blood run cold. Time and time again, the importance of this topic had been mentioned to him. In this talk, his role was to reveal the leak in their ranks by steering the conversation properly. And just alongside that… they’d plot out the siege of the Palace of Heaven, the landing point for the gods of the Qircassian Coalition.

“I was told the emperor wouldn’t be occupying places of significant importance. That he would be the spark, while Argrave would be the fire.” Governor Zen put his hand on the table—he looked ready to jump, ready to act. Stain was reminded of the many others standing nearby, and his own precarious situation. “Only, I hear that he stood at the head of armies, with his own troops by his side, with his vital force restored. Do we have different definitions of ‘spark’ in our land?”

“Did you miss the hellfire raining down?” Elenore communicated. Stain repeated her words without hesitation, having been proven time and time again things went alright if he obeyed her. “Did you forget that we’re meeting in a fortified compound rather than one of your many palatial estates? The army we’d gathered threatened to break when they spared the south of any assault. Our legitimacy was at rock-bottom.”

Zen listened with icy calm. “What are you trying to convey to me?”

“We had to give the emperor command. It was the only way to prevent the whole scheme from collapsing,” Stain said. “You made it amply clear that you’d been plotting to overthrow him for some time. Has that changed, with what’s going on? Is your family less able to overthrow him?”

“Are you telling me that you lost control of the emperor?” Zen asked, voice quiet enough it was nearly drowned out by the winds outside.

Stain waited for word from Elenore. When it came, she first gave a warning. “Stain. He might attack you after this. You’ll be fine, because you’re watched. So, repeat after me…”

Stain, heart pumping, repeated her next words verbatim. “The emperor gathered his honor guard and what remained of the palace guard and headed for the capital, Ji. He already hinted to the army that he was considering revoking the title of Grand Commandant and reassuming command. But right now, he needs justification—we did fight for him, after all. Even his own countrymen would hesitate to deem us traitors so quickly.”

Zen said matter-of-factly, “So, you did lose the emperor.”

The guards and advisors all watched Stain, and he tensed his body in preparation to move as fast as he ever had. Would these people be the end of him? He didn’t like the idea.

“Given this news…” Zen rubbed the armrest of his chair, and it squeaked in the silence of the room. “I’ll have to sacrifice more. And given who the fault lies on, I think it’s fair to say Argrave should pay the price. He will marry one of my family.”

Stain felt a great deal of relief. An extra wife—what red-blooded man wouldn’t want that?

Elenore’s next words made his veins freeze over. “We refuse.”


Chapter 36

From Elenore’s point of view, acquiescing to all of Governor Zen’s demands wouldn’t be the best way forward. It might seem like they were just saying what they needed to say to secure his alliance. It was a renegotiation from an ostensibly lesser point of power. She wanted this meeting to seem genuine, but at the same time, this conversation would be a delicate balancing act between seeming as though they needed Governor Zen while still rigidly advocating for their hidden interests.

“Let me speak to the one who’s really listening. Argrave.” Governor Zen put his hands on the table, cutting past the façade of Stain and speaking directly to the person puppeteering him. On the other side, Elenore still felt a twinge of unease despite the fact that she knew Zen long ago disclosed he knew one among them had the blessing of Lira. Governor Zen continued, “It’s becoming rather clear to me that you lack a damned clue.”

“Clue me in,” she relayed to Stain, and she was rather proud of him when he kept on the road she was laying out. Perhaps he’d actually do something worthy of the fiefdom of Whitefields that he’d extorted from them. She kept observing the meeting, linked to Argrave through Vasquer, who was in turn linked to a druidic bond that watched this meeting.

“I don’t need to speak nicely anymore, because we’re at the end of the road.” Zen rose from his seat and walked to the foot of the table where Stain sat. He sat at the table, his hands on his lap. “Either you’re lying to me and Ji Meng hasn’t gone off to frolic in the imperial palace, or you’re nothing more than a child that’s lost its parents in a distant land. Orphans should be so lucky to get a family member like me. If you want me to continue helping, I need concessions.”

“We had an arrangement. Where’s your honor?” Elenore said indignantly, her Stain-puppet acting his little heart out to mimic the emotion. Perhaps he had indignance of his own to draw upon for inspiration.

But Governor Zen wasn’t swayed by Stain’s performance. “I could say any arrangement was nullified by your reckless handling of the emperor. The emperor was a front—we had a deal. But instead of a front, you made him the frontliner for your army. Treachery? Incompetence? It doesn’t matter how the agreement was breached, but you can’t deny you did it,” he said, turning their own weapon against them.

“Our mastery of Ji Meng has a more delicate balance, but it isn’t fully broken yet. He can’t afford to betray us after the propaganda we spread, and especially not after the war we won for him. We still have options,” Elenore argued. “We want this alliance—we’ve agreed to it. Everything can remain as it was if you keep as you were.”

Governor Zen laughed when Stain finished relaying things. “You really do lack a single clue, don’t you?” He brushed off his stately robes as he said, “The garrison at the Palace of Heaven isn’t some two-bit deity bundled into the Qircassian Coalition. It’s Erlebnis, now, who you’ll find within it. Does that clue you in?”

Elenore could feel a wave of unease from Argrave through Vasquer, and her own amplified it uncomfortably.

Governor Zen, as though he was a seer, nodded to confirm their doubts. “Indeed. The most formidable fortress in the world is manned by one of the most formidable gods in the world. Even on its lonesome, the Palace of Heaven would be a nightmare for your current forces to take. With Erlebnis… you won’t stand a chance without my family, our influence. Even if this Ji Meng thing is a lie to try and play me, read me, outmaneuver me… you need me.

“Try and assault the sky tower without dealing with Erlebnis, and he’ll harry you the whole way with his unimaginable power. You can’t fight a war against ancient gods with two impregnable fronts; one will fold, and you’ll all die. Assault the palace half-heartedly and fail to take it, and Kirel Qircassia will descend to wipe up whatever remains of your army.” Zen shrugged. “Even if you win, you’ll be in no shape to take down the sky tower. You’ll need the greatest army ever conceived to win a decisive victory against Erlebnis in the Palace of Heaven. The fortress has never been taken in a direct assault… and this was without an ancient god as its garrison.”

Elenore chewed on his words in silence. Strategically, it did make sense to place Erlebnis in the Palace of Heaven. Sataistador had claimed the ancient god of knowledge resided in the sky tower with Kirel Qircassia—the most defensible position by far. But if Erlebnis was willing to risk his life by residing in the Palace of Heaven instead of the sky tower… they might be strained to the very edge.

Despite the grim news, Elenore saw opportunity shine in this topic of conversation. “You haven’t heard our plan for the Palace of Heaven, yet,” she argued, probing for the information leak. She was near certain he’d reveal what he knew.

“You’re right—I don’t.” Zen crossed his arms and rose to his feet, walking back around the table. Elenore’s heart sunk—was he bluffing? Anneliese was also watching this meeting, but didn’t contact either Elenore or Argrave with knowledge of any deception.

Zen continued. “Still, thousands of others before you failed to loose a single brick from the famous fortress. You might be smarter than some of them—most of them. But brighter minds than you have burned brightly and been snuffed out all the same against the walls of the Palace of Heaven. Gods, would-be emperors, even overambitious invaders like yourself sent armies to die taking it. This bastion is a large part of the reason that the Great Chu has continued to exist as a nation despite tremendous opposition from all sides.”

“It clearly fell for the Qircassian Coalition,” Elenore pointed out. Stain repeated it eagerly like it was a very cogent point, but she felt it a weak argument.

“Can you infiltrate the Qircassian Coalition as they infiltrated the imperial court? Will you put makeup on hunchbacks and mutants and call them emissaries of Erlebnis?” Governor Zen’s dry comments made some of his advisors in the room laugh. “Somehow I think you’re rather less capable of subverting divinity than they are subverting humanity.”

“We did rob his vault,” Elenore reminded Governor Zen, and when Stain repeated it a good deal of mirth died.

After a while, Governor Zen conceded, “So I’m told.”

“You don’t know anything about how we intend to take the Palace of Heaven, do you?” Elenore probed again, almost desperately hunting for the information leak. Which god had talked?

“I’ll admit… I only know that it’s to be your springboard to the sky tower. I don’t know what you’ve come up with since you decided that.”

Elenore felt lost, but she felt chilling clarity from Argrave as his thoughts were intruded upon by a name and a visage. There was only one deity who knew their goal was the Palace of Heaven without any inkling as to a plan of attack—it was the one who had directed them to it in the first place. Swimming in his mind, passing in the link from between Vasquer and herself… she envisioned a great mane of red hair with a beard just as long, along with bright and malevolent green eyes. Sataistador.

Half a dozen different puzzles slotted into place in Argrave’s head, and Elenore shared in the revelation through their ancient matriarch’s mental bond. She felt great anger from Argrave at his inability to notice this. Of course it had been Sataistador that was speaking to Zen—that had been precisely why Sataistador had been so well-informed about the happenings in the Great Chu, and why Zen had been so well-informed about Vasquer in turn.

Elenore had presumed this information came from within their Blackgard Union because it was so accurate. The accuracy, however, had been a red herring.

The only person who persistently avoided advance detection in Vasquer was the god of war, but he didn’t flaunt any information he gathered. Furthermore, Sataistador had an extremely light touch around this invasion, lessening suspicion—though that certainly freed him time to spy on them. It also explained why the governor knew that certain gods had blessed them, yet not precisely which among them. Even now, he didn’t know Elenore had Lira’s blessing, and assumed Argrave was listening in. No member of the Blackgard Union wouldn’t know that detail.

Elenore reasoned this relationship had probably been going on since long before Argrave even set foot on the continent. The god of war, despite his brutal and chaotic nature, had demonstrated tremendous aptitude for reconnaissance and discretion. He seemed capable of appearing anywhere at any time. It wasn’t beyond his sphere; information-gathering was vital for war. Perhaps he was the one who had ambushed the commanders they’d recruited initially—it stood to reason he was easily capable of subduing several S-rank spellcasters and their guards of the same rank.

Perhaps Sataistador was responsible for far more than they even realized. Governor Zen had his own intent… and lurking large behind him was the god of war.

They had come here seeking to pry into the goals and interests of the governor, but it seemed they had caught onto something much, much larger than that. Sataistador promised his intent was solely to slay Erlebnis and Kirel Qircassia, yet he had a hugely influential governor like Zen in his pocket. It wasn’t necessarily damning, but the fact that Sataistador had concealed this fact boded very poorly for their prospects of having the god of war as a solid ally all the way to the end of this endeavor.

“You’re awfully quiet, as if you’re debating whether or not to tell me about your plans,” Governor Zen spoke, yet his words didn’t stop the turning cog in Elenore’s head.

The original plan had been identify the extent of the information leak, then exterminate it during the siege of the Palace of Heaven. They intended to have their foes kill the mole for them, along with minor support from ‘friendly’ fire. Meanwhile, they hoped to bait Governor Zen into exploiting this fabricated rift between Ji Meng and Argrave. They’d force him to overextend his reach so that they might identify, isolate, and destroy his influence throughout the nation in close cooperation with one another.

Yet Argrave’s thoughts about this development were the same as hers.

The plan hadn’t changed, not really. They’d found their traitor: Sataistador, god of war, chaos, and brutal destruction. He’d long been an uncertain variable in their plans. His mere existence had been enough for the gods of the Blackgard Union to threaten backing out of their arrangement. Now, for the first time, they had some glimpse into his designs, his intentions for Vasquer, beyond what he’d said and declared unilaterally.

Governor Zen, himself a formidable schemer, was their one true link to Sataistador. It was a thin link… but Elenore thought they could actually make something happen with it.

Argrave had already killed Mozzahr, the so-called Castellan of the Empty, who’d claimed Sataistador’s life in another reality. It had been with ample help, granted, and came in large part because of Erlebnis. They had allies of similar caliber at hand, now—allies that would be eager and willing to help, provided the plan to kill Sataistador was solid enough.

And why would their allies help? The god of war was ancient—the literal oldest of them all. An argument could be made he was the most powerful, too. A frightening opponent, to be sure… but the cycle of judgment presented a tempting offer to the gods; the prospect of gaining immense power. Their allies had proven their trustworthiness now that a mole was off the table.

Sataistador’s death, if they could make it happen, would shatter his body into spirits. And Argrave could very well anoint a god to inherit all of that power.


Chapter 37

After Argrave and Elenore had come to a similar conclusion about their actions vis-à-vis Sataistador’s connection to the governor, they finally answered Stain, who’d been on hold for quite a long time.

“Argrave is willing to consider… further concessions regarding this alliance,” Elenore conceded on his behalf. “But you speak so much of how your family is at the heart of your influence, while you’ve introduced us only to a small few. I think a family gathering is in order, where we can work out the details of any further arrangements over the course of a day. We can furthermore iron out our plans to take the Palace of Heaven.”

Governor Zen looked to some family advisors, and they leaned in to whisper words of advice to the governor. When he’d received all he needed, he faced Stain clearly and said, “Alright. I can call over the vast majority of my family to join in for Orion’s wedding.” He raised his hand to preempt interruption. “I know that we agreed that it should take place after the war. But times have changed, as I’m sure you’ll agree.”

“You want to move up the date for the wedding?” Elenore was genuinely surprised—she thought it would benefit the governor more if they were betrothed, yet unwed. Bound, yet not fully.

“We both want the same thing—certainly, surety.” Governor Zen rose to his feet and held his arms out as if to embrace. “What better way to do so than to stop dragging out feet and tie our families together?”

Argrave hesitated somewhat, but he felt none of that same hesitation from Elenore. After a few moments, he bent to Elenore’s will. Orion had, after all, long ago agreed to this match. It did complicate matters somewhat. He had absolute trust in his brother after how far they’d come, but that trust didn’t blind Argrave to some of his… odder impulses. He didn’t know how Orion would deal with something like this—it was totally untested territory.

“We’re in the middle of a war,” Elenore reminded Zen. “Hardly suitable for festivities.”

“I don’t need reminder. But what better than a day of happiness amidst the tragedy? Besides—it’ll take some time to get armies in place, and to get the leash back on Ji Meng.”

Elenore advocated for accepting, but waited for Argrave’s consent. He could feel her thoughts through Vasquer, and she argued they needed time to plan our their method of attack. Moreover, they needed to start unraveling the web that Zen had woven with his family, and as they did so, they could put a nice bow atop their other schemes.

“Speaking of the leash… Emperor Ji Meng will be attending this wedding,” Elenore stated plainly. “He doesn’t have a good excuse to refuse attending and blessing his daughter’s wedding. There, we’ll ask for your aid in muzzling the rabid dog.”

“Very well,” Governor Zen agreed—his haste made Argrave satisfied, but it left Elenore wondering if they had missed something. “I’ll make all of the preparations. If Ji Meng is participating, we’ll hold it in the imperial palace.”

“The palace? Can you decide that so easily?”

“I can,” Governor Zen stated proudly. “Ji Meng won’t be able to refuse.”

***

“That conversation took enough turns to form a circle.” Argrave rubbed his forehead as he sat in a private room in the Sea Dragon with Anneliese and Elenore, his two spearheads for this invasion of the Great Chu. “A wedding. Orion’s wedding. It’s like an elephant and a horse… he’s probably two feet taller than his bride. And once we get to the ceremony, we’ll need to usher Sataistador into a trap, while doing…”

“While doing half a dozen other important things.” Elenore finished his words with a curt nod. “But we will, because we can. And because we can, we must.”

Argrave himself was boosted by her confidence. “I never really did like weddings. Stand around for eight hours, dedicating your attention to two people… not exactly pleasant unless you like the pair. Thought my own would be fun, maybe. Anne and I took a different route in light of everything, and I don’t regret it. I still remember that night. Quiet. Fun.” Argrave sighed in wistful remembrance, and Anneliese smiled at him in silence. “Is it wrong to say I never pictured Orion, well…?”

“Married?” Elenore shrugged. “It doesn’t need to last forever.”

“I’m sure if he makes the vow, he’ll keep it.” Argrave cradled his hands together uneasily.

“But if you commanded him to divorce, I’m sure he would.” Elenore crossed her arms and leaned up against the wall of the ship. “He may value the Vasquer family above all, but you in particular… he worships you.”

Argrave waved his hand at her dismissively. “Nah, he’s just—”

“I think she’s right,” Anneliese interrupted.

“Orion may be something of a dope, but I’ve come to like him well enough. He’s the biggest of us all, but he feels like more of a little brother than you ever did. Not that I don’t think you’re my… you know what I mean,” Elenore trailed off quietly. “Orion was the only one our father really fooled. Induen, Magnus, Levin, myself… we knew Felipe was wrong, twisted. Evil, even. But Orion hung on his words. He’s the only one I can honestly say didn’t know any better. I understand that, now.”

“Yeah. He’s young at heart, I guess, while I’m the old soul.” Argrave cracked his knuckles, somewhat dreading what he needed to do. “I guess… I guess I have to go explain to him what happened.”

“There’s another thing we have to do at this wedding, too.” Elenore closed her eyes. “Given what Felipe made out of Orion, we have to make sure the woman he’s to be married to won’t make a monster of him. We have to protect him from that woman if she’s a malign influence.”

Argrave nodded with conviction. “Agreed.”

***

“It’s happening so soon?” Orion, resplendent in his golden royal guard’s armor, raised his brows in surprise as he held his helmet in the crook of his arm.

They stood in the deck of the Sea Dragon, where things were considerably quieter after the past days’ events. Only the bombardment from the sky tower, like distant fireworks, disturbed the rolling hills of the southern coastline.

“I’m sorry,” Argrave said, feeling it was necessary to say.

“Your Majesty needn’t apologize!” Orion said in comforting disbelief. “You are the family patriarch, and I am one of the members of House Vasquer. It is only the natural order of things that you should decide my marriage.” He put his hand to his heart. “The house’s prestige won’t be diminished by this. The daughter of an empire as vast as the Great Chu is a finer jewel than I deserve. She has all four limbs, and no apparent defects—I cannot deem Zen’s choice an insult to us.”

“Forget what you deserve—I’m depriving you of what you want.” Argrave looked at him squarely. “I’m not Your Majesty, now. I’m your brother. We’ve never talked about what you want for your family. I’d even venture to say you spend too much time thinking about Vasquer without realizing you’re an integral part of it.”

“I’m pleased you think I’m worthy.” Orion dipped his head. “If I am to describe what I want…” He lowered his head, sinking into deep thought. Then his gray eyes looked up, revelation warming them as he found the right words. “I am happiest when I am needed, Argrave. You apologize to me, believing you’ve done me a discourtesy by unilaterally betrothing me by political necessity. But I am pleased you have found a use for me, and I am happy to obey. I believe that is simply part of who I am.”

“But you never…” Argrave danced around the topic he intended, feeling that Orion—who’d brutally murdered people in front of him—was somewhat too innocent for it. “Has there ever been someone you’re attracted to? Someone who you’d like to start a family with? Am I depriving you of that?”

“You inquire if I am still flesh and bone? Have I felt the trappings of the flesh?” Orion laughed, and much of Argrave’s tension drained. “I’m glad you have to ask. It shows that I have mastery over lust. But yes, I’ve felt it all the same. That imperial princess is not an exception to that.”

Argrave raised his brows in surprise. Orion laughed once again, then carried on in a more somber tone when his mirth faded. “I have always been terrified of lust. I would not want to hurt someone. Argrave… the you that once was… I’m sure I needn’t explain to you the depth of his hurt, living as a bastard. I thought Felipe had some reasoning for it, some purpose. I was totally incorrect.” He shook his head. “Nevertheless, the world had a purpose for you. And I am glad I met you.”

“But… why?” Argrave asked, half by instinct. “Why does this make you happy?”

“You may have noticed I tend to prefer having someone tell me what to do.” Orion touched his chest, and his gauntlet rung against the metal. “On my lonesome, I often anguish, despair. I feel blind without another to stand with me. With Felipe, or the false pantheon of Vasquer… I followed their orders. Yet misery crept in on its own, like roots breaking through soil into my very soul.” He pointed at Argrave. “With you, it’s always felt natural. Proper. It feels as though following your directives is what I was placed here in this realm to do. I have been steeped in bliss.”

Argrave was taken aback by Orion’s words. He was beginning to see clearer what Anneleise and Elenore had been so certain of. He hadn’t ever met anyone like his brother, and he didn’t think he ever would again. Orion was someone totally unique. And ringing in his head, amplified by several magnitudes after this conversation, was Elenore’s advice.

We have to protect him from that woman if she’s a malign influence.

***

Despite the fact that Governor Zen had agreed to make all of the preparations for the wedding, the following days gave them quite the headache. They had to find a way to corner Sataistador in a way that the other gods would find tantalizing enough to participate, had to sus out Zen’s plans, and had to make sure that Ji Li, Orion’s would-be bride, was up to snuff.

Governor Zen did contact Emperor Ji Meng and set a date for the wedding as he’d said. The union was announced as an imperial bestowment upon Grand Commandant Sun for his valor in battle. The shell shock from the bombardment of the sky tower was beginning to wear off around the nation, and indeed the Great Chu remarkably returned to some sense of normalcy. Perhaps it was a testament to the resilience of their empire for it to so quickly recover. The gods of the Blackgard Union reported happenings in the sky tower, but none of that bled through to the mortal world… and it didn’t seem like it would.

They didn’t know if the governor had something sinister in store, hastening the wedding so. But Ji Meng slowly reigned in the empire, obediently playing the part he’d pledged to play. Some semblance of order resumed as the shattered canals resumed transportation, as the fields once again gained workers to tend them, and as the imperial decree once again had the backing of the true emperor behind it.

Looming large above was the Palace of Heaven, host to the Qircassian Coalition and Erlebnis, who themselves must’ve been preparing desperately for Argrave’s assault.


Chapter 38

Argrave was welcomed into the city of Ji in a much grander fashion than he’d ever expected. He was bid to enter on horseback with some guards and the entourage he intended to bring into the Palace of Heaven. He didn’t like riding on horses, but he obeyed, and was repaid for it in rather grand fashion. The citizens of the Great Chu lined the streets, flying hundreds of thousands of kites into the air as though in defiance of the ever-ongoing siege from the sky tower. That these people could partake in this wedding without fear spoke to their resilience.

Their cheers were loud enough that Argrave could do nothing but focus on them. They cheered his title, his pseudonym, and even held up banners with the sun on it. They cheered for Anneliese, too, the second most famous member among them after her feats against Dimocles. Near the imperial palace, Argrave could see the Blue Emperor’s corpse displayed boldly. It was a chill he needed to forget the warmth of this welcoming.

Alongside the cheers, Argrave didn’t miss the pleas. The people pleaded, prayed, that his next target would be the sky tower. Even if he had an answer to give them, they were simply too loud for him ever to be heard. He would protect them if he could, but it didn’t depend on his actions alone.

They proceeded through the streets on horseback, over the bridges and the through the streets, until they passed by the palace guard standing by the entrance to the imperial palace. Only there did the noise of the crowd fade.

Palace attendants took their horses, and then Argrave climbed the stairs to the imperial palace with his guests. He didn’t bring an excessive amount of people, but even in these small numbers, this was a potent group. Barring the groom and Raven snug inside the Ravenstone, there was also Anneliese, Melanie, Durran, Galamon, Patriarch Dras, and one person he’d brought a very long way for a small role: his cousin, Nikoletta.

His cousin, heir to the duchy of Monticci, had graciously agreed to come and act as a conversational tool. Unmarried, related to Argrave by blood, she fulfilled what Zen was looking for. But to Argrave, she was an effective barrier; just as Argrave didn’t intend to genuinely consider marriage, he didn’t intend to marry off Nikoletta. Haer presence could nonetheless promote some further control over the negotiation.

As Argrave looked to her, he caught her pink eyes staring at him with an indiscernible expression. In the walk up the long stairs, he asked, “What?”

“You sailed overseas as an invader. Now, the same people you declared war upon are cheering you as you enter their capital city.” Nikoletta shook her head, and her short black hair swayed gently. “It defies reason, that’s all. Doubly so now that I’ve witnessed this city, this empire, and that accursed tower.”

“Feeling nervous? Every inch of this place has been scrutinized,” Argrave comforted. “We’d never bring anyone here if that wasn’t so.”

“Of course I’m nervous.” Nikoletta’s hand grazed her stomach, which he suspected was aflutter. “But I owe you loyalty. My house owes you loyalty.”

Argrave patted her shoulder. “It’ll be fine. You’re polite, reasonable, and quick-thinking. Just let us take the initiative.”

“Right.” Nikoletta nodded, trying to steel herself with his words.

They passed beneath black-roofed silver archways until they entered the main hall of the imperial palace. The carpet before them was a dark, rich blue, adorning the polished gray tile throughout the rest of the hall. In the back, he could see the emperor’s throne. It was wrought wholly of silver and decorated with gigantic gems. Rubies cut into the shape of crescent moons and serpentine dragons adorned its armrests and its back. Even as the ruby moons and garish silver shone brilliantly, Argrave’s first thought was that its square seat and metal exterior would make it mighty uncomfortable. Fortunately it wasn’t his seat.

The hall, largely light gray and blue, shone brilliantly due to the hundreds of faces within it. Their party was the last to arrive, as had been planned. Orange-robed eunuchs acted as servants to the guests. The attendees—all of whom Argrave knew were members of the Zen or Ji families directly or by marriage—seemed like they belonged here. Dressed grandly, they conducted themselves with the ceremonial dignity of the Great Chu. Argrave understood a little bit of Nikoletta’s nervousness as he sized them up.

At the back on a platform midway up the stairs to the emperor’s throne was the position for those of highest status—the emperor, the subjects for this festivity, and the guests of honor. The emperor sat atop a large pillow on an elevated platform, further raising him up above those beside him. His empress, who had the regnal name Tai Si, sat to his left with her father, Governor Zen, and her daughter, Ji Li. To the right, three pillows remained empty. One for Argrave, another for Anneliese, and the last for Orion.

“Grand Commandant Sun,” Ji Meng’s voice boomed across the hall, silencing all present. “We bid you, your wife, and today’s groom join us here in the position of honor and enjoy a day of festivity. Eunuchs—prepare a place for the guests of our honored commander.” His snap of command echoed loudly, and they hastened to obey.

As Argrave walked to the spot Ji Meng had prepared for him, leaving his companions behind to join with the crowd and converse, the emperor continued to speak. “Our Grand Commandant has arrived just in time to witness what he will doubtless enjoy for years to come. The artists of the court have prepared entertainment for our return.” As Argrave took his seat just beside Orion and Anneliese, Ji Meng snapped. This close, it was loud enough to hurt the ears. “Grand Eunuch—tell our guest what is to come.”

An orange-robed eunuch stepped out and kneeled down. “Firstly, the finest ladies of the capital shall regale the court with musical performances—some singular, others working in pairs, triplets, or more—while the first meal is served. After a tour through the palace, we shall return for vital artistry. Our greatest warriors shall create works of art using spells to commemorate the son of heaven’s return and this joyous union.

“After the second meal, the son of heaven intends to grace the city with his presence,” the Grand Eunuch continued, and Argrave felt this event was already sounding ridiculously long. “His tour shall end at the Chou Opera House, where its performers will strive to give a performance that recreates even a fraction of the glory of the war won. The day shall end with the wedding ceremony between the unsurpassable Ji Li and the glorious Grand Commandant’s greatest fighter and brother, Orion, whereupon we shall have the third meal.”

A music show, magical artistry, and an opera… it was an excess that surely fit the title of emperor. But with all the time allotted, it game them ample time to maneuver. The politics happening behind the scene wouldn’t give them much time to enjoy the performances for what they were, Argrave suspected. The tour of both the palace and the city would be the perfect time to talk, but now that Argrave had sat down, the game had already begun.

Argrave studied the empress discreetly. She was a spellcaster just as her father, and thus hadn’t aged as quickly. She looked at best in her late thirties, but she already had quite a few children at an age of majority, so she must’ve been older than him by decades. Tai Si, just as her daughters had, wore a staggering amount of makeup and had an incredibly grand crown woven into her black hair. Even past all that, Argrave saw her resemblance to Ji Li, the bride sitting just beside her.

Conversations resumed all around the imperial hall as they waited for the first performance and the first meal to be brought out. It didn’t seem to be much longer.

“When last you spoke, Grand Commandant, my granddaughter had taken a vow of silence,” Governor Zen began, and Argrave’s gaze turned to him.

“Rest assured, I convinced my daughter to break it. She was unable to brook protest, you see, unless she did. The girl listens to her parents first,” the empress said, her voice sharp yet endearingly pleasant all the same. “Ji Li? Greet your groom.”

Argrave got the not-so-subtle meaning—their daughter was under their influence before even her own vows. It sounded rather forceful.

Ji Li lowered her head. “Hello, Prince Orion. I apologize I did not greet you properly on our first meeting.” She spoke very slowly. Her voice sounded much like her mother’s, though without the harsh edge that made the empress seem authoritative.

“I need no apology, but I am glad to hear you speak. Other ways of conversing would take far longer,” Orion answered back, his usual straightforward yet humble self.

Ji Li smiled sheepishly yet went silent once again, seeming all too happy to melt back into the background as Governor Zen spoke again as though she wasn’t even there. “I’d like to thank our host, the son of heaven, for permitting us use of the imperial palace.”

“It is our own daughter who’s to be married,” Ji Meng’s eyes went to her, and Argrave saw the imperial princess close her eyes tightly beneath his gaze. “And our faithful governor went to great lengths to be certain my answer would be positive. We might say he showed his hand.”

“Only a finger of the hand,” Governor Zen assured. “I believe we have a great deal to discuss today. To begin with, a question I’m sure the emperor has asked many times before—how was the imperial court compromised? The answer, I’m sure, some of the present company is aware of.”

“Our servants have checked the ancient array beneath the palace meant to counter divinity,” Ji Meng answered for him. “It was broken, wholly. The spirits contained were stolen, doubtless plundered. In this manner, those blessed by the divine, and their servants, are able to move freely. That is what happened.”

“But who broke it?” Argrave cut in, playing his role ably—he had to act as though Ji Meng was struggling to break free, and Zen and himself were cooperating to bring him back into the leash. Schemes on top of schemes, enough to melt the brain. “And how? These are questions you must have, but lack the answer to.”

Governor Zen nodded. “You’ve seen one finger of the hand, great emperor. Let us name it the smallest finger. And having seen it, perhaps you can reason for yourself how large and strong my hand would be.”

As they spoke, the first of the ladies of the capital walked out just as the eunuchs carried out serving trays of food for all the guests in the hall. The musician was colored totally white—her dress, her face, her hair, even the gemstones adorning her hand shone white. The lady’s servants carried with her a strange stringed instrument that Argrave was unfamiliar with. It had a large wooden body and quite a few strings atop it, and was a dark black in stark contrast to how she’d presented herself. When she placed it on the ground, she gave it a few testing plucks to ensure it sounded right.

“Lady Zen Yue, niece of the betrothed, will begin the day of celebration on the guzheng with a classical piece to celebrate her relative’s union,” a eunuch announced.

“Think on it,” Governor Zen said quietly, “As we enjoy this union, my emperor.”

His gaze, however, floated to Argrave. The words carried two meanings, Argrave felt—one for the emperor, but the other largely for Argrave.


Chapter 39

During the musical performance, Argrave didn’t exchange further words with Governor Zen’s group or the emperor. Their sitting arrangement dictated they needed to speak loudly to be heard, and it would be rude to shout over the performance. They would have the chance to speak again once the next performer was setting up.

The first meal was served on raised trays placed in front of their sitting pillows, chopsticks as the utensil. Elenore had people watching the kitchens, ensuring no poison graced their dishes. The eunuch displayed a gigantic egg as large as Argrave’s head as he explained their first course came from giant birds in the hills and savannas of the far north where barbarians roamed. The egg had been processed into many rolls small enough to be eaten in one bite, doused in a reddish sauce, then crowned with exotic spices. It rather set the luxurious tone for the meals that were to come later in the day.

Argrave demonstrated to Anneliese and his brother how to use chopsticks, and then they watched the first musical performance. It had been a long time since Argrave enjoyed the company of music. At best Argrave would hear drumming, singing, or the odd flute in Vasquer, but those were few and far between.

Lady Zen Yue played her guzheng extremely artfully as they ate. The music itself, at times fast and others slow and somber, didn’t stir Argrave. He’d seen the refinement of music over centuries, all the way from orchestras to jazz and rock, so perhaps his palate was simply different. Still, to see her hands glide atop the flat-lying stringed instrument and pluck the strings without accident or error gave him some appreciation of the artistry. When she was done he thought to clap, but no one else did so he remained silent.

Lady Yue rose to her feet and bowed to the emperor, saying, “Thank you for the honor, son of heaven.” When she raised her head again, however, she was looking at Argrave. “May I ask if the Grand Commandant Sun enjoyed my performance?”

Argrave was caught off guard, but had repose enough to not blurt something out immediately. He said diplomatically, “It’s clear you’ve spent years practicing.”

He hadn’t really said anything at all, but the lady’s cheeks grew red and she acted demurely as the servants who’d helped her bring her guzheng to the room now helped her leave the same way. Argrave felt suspicion bubble. Was that what this was? Would Zen send the women of his house up one-by-one, each demonstrating their talents, to gauge Argrave’s interests? Looking at Anneliese, he could tell that was the case. He’d never really seen her be jealous, or possessive… until now, that was, as she realized what this day was to be. An exhibition, with Argrave as the buyer.

“So, Grand Commandant,” Governor Zen spoke up as they had idle time in between performances. “You’ve seen for yourself how the Great Chu survives, even amidst turmoil, haven’t you? I would rather liken this great nation—no, this country’s people—to the earth beneath our feet. The suns rise, the moon takes its place each night… yet the earth is constant as they fight on high.”

“Should I take that as metaphor?” Argrave raised his brows.

“Yes,” Zen said flatly, then ate from his plate. “A metaphor I hope I amply conveyed to the emperor.”

It was a message both to Argrave, and to the supposedly untamed emperor—the message being, simply put, that the Great Chu was not its leaders alone, neither sun nor moon.

“How long did it take you to think of those words?” Ji Meng looked at him. “Was it during that performance, Govenor Zen, or have you been holding onto them for days, waiting to say them like an upstart poet?”

The governor only smiled at Ji Meng’s cruel mockery. “The canals, the stone buildings, the metal statues—they can be destroyed, they can be built, or they can simply erode over the passage of time. People sustain the empire, not this palace—the idea of the Great Chu keeps it alive. You can’t change the ideas that people hold as you can wreck buildings or erect them high. The Great Chu is a system. It is the single greatest nation that has ever existed, but it’s also a mere system. This system requires certain parts—replaceable parts. Ultimately, it’s neither you nor I that truly decide which parts end up fitting where. It’s the people’s idea of what belongs.”

The next act of the musical performances came up, and a silence descended between them as a concert of four musicians played—a flutist, another stringed instrument, two drums… but the whole time, Argrave was anxiously awaiting its end that the conversation might continue.

“All those words for a pretty way of saying, ‘fall in line, or I’ll end you,’” the emperor cut into Zen concisely once the music stopped. “We understand people, Governor Zen. If we didn’t know people, we’d have been face down in the mud many decades ago, trampled under the feet of armies we raised. You never get the measure of a man better when you watch him kill.” Ji Meng’s gaze fell upon Argrave, then switched to Zen. “We never got your measure, governor. But that’s measurement enough. Could you make men die for you, or your grandsons? Look at them.” Ji Meng gestured lightly toward where some people who resembled the emperor sat—his sons, without a doubt.

“Understand what someone wants… you can direct them if you have it. Understand what someone needs, you can own them if you have it.” Governor Zen dared to look back at the emperor. “To be a functional emperor, you need a functioning empire. My family, like the Great Chu, is a system—a set of ideas. It so happens many pivotal parts of both systems line up rather nicely. You can see many of them, here, today. We can choke the gears until people think the emperor doesn’t belong. Myself, and the Grand Commandant.”

Argrave felt a swell of satisfaction—as Elenore had planned Governor Zen had shown a vast number of the cards in his hand in an attempt to cow the ‘untamed’ emperor. Provided they were doing their part down below, mingling with the crowd to gather information, they could effectively interpret and isolate the extent of Zen’s influence in the empire.

“None of us want this system to worsen, so let us direct you,” Governor Zen proposed.

The next performers came up—more young ladies of the Zen and Ji families had thin swords in hand with huge blue banners on their ringed pommels and their dresses. With two others performing a duet on the guzheng, the dancers performed an elaborate and highly choreographed dance. They moved around and atop each other with extreme grace as the blue silk flags whirled about, taking shapes of dragons and people and all manner of symbols. It was one of the more impressive performances. After, the women all fawned on Argrave, begging for his approval. Just as before, he was more interested in the conversation going on beside him and they left after he gave empty platitudes.

“Sometimes, systems must endure maintenance.” Ji Meng stared Governor Zen down. “Parts removed, replaced.”

“At the eve of the calamity?” Anneliese pointed out. “We’ve already demonstrated the capacity to endure risk. We’re in the heart of your nation, our armies whole and healthy and supported. At worst, we return home with casualties. But you… the empire is on the brink. Consider carefully.”

Ji Meng finally fell silent. Argrave felt this little performance of theirs was going wonderfully.

“We intend to enjoy at least some of these performances,” the emperor finally said. “No more. For now.”

With that, conversation ended, and Argrave finally got to enjoy both the meal and shows both. Down below, Elenore reported to him that they were making ample progress in discerning what each individual present here actually did. Nikoletta was proving an incredibly useful card—pretty enough and Argrave’s blood relative, the scions of the Zen and Ji families were all too eager to tell her exactly what they did for a living to impress her.

They moved through eleven more performances in relative silence. Seven were solo acts, playing classics of the Great Chu with instruments or singing. They were all quite talented—in the Great Chu, it seemed, women were encouraged to pursued artistry. He saw people actually crying in the crowd when certain songs were played, but himself remained stone-faced and confused.

Anneliese grew more and more annoyed as the ladies’ flirtation took countless directions. Two young women gifted Argrave a painting, while one other gave him a personally woven handkerchief with his personal heraldry. One girl offered to serve his drinks throughout the rest of the day, and the palace guard answered for Argrave by giving the young woman a stern rebuke.

His favorite gift, though, was one that a very prudent girl offered not to him, but to Anneliese. It was an ivory sculpture of a cat with ambers for eyes—a representation of Anneliese, no doubt. The girl claimed to have sculpted it herself, while a jeweler set in the gems. Anneliese detected deception, however, somewhat spoiling what had otherwise been a perfect performance. 

The orchestras and the choreographed dances were very enjoyable. There was a quaint performance with puppets midway through, though, that was his favorite. The puppeteer used cutouts behind a veil alongside bright light to create a fascinating effect where he could see only the cutouts, not the ones manipulating them. It was very strange when Argrave realized this was his story—it was the tale that they’d spread, where Ji Meng and Argrave fought, he was defeated, and then he swore loyalty. With singing, instrumentation, and even improvised sound effects, it certainly impressed.

Argrave enjoyed the meal and had a decent enough time with the performances, but even still he was glad when the eunuch declared that the last performer had come through. It was time, now, for the tour of the palace grounds. The silence and quiet enjoyment of the show had refreshed his mind, and he was ready to delve into the politics of negotiation.

Ji Meng declared unilaterally, “Governor, Grand Commandant. We will consult with some we trust about your words.”

With that, the emperor left, escorted by palace guards and a heavy contingent of eunuchs. Argrave and Anneliese received an offer of servants, but Governor Zen stepped in.

“My daughter and I would show the Grand Commandant and his wife around the palace. Meanwhile…” He looked to the empress.

Empress Tai Si sprang into action, gripping her daughter by the arm. The young girl flinched instinctively. “Ji Li, walk with Prince Orion. And remember your manners.”

“Yes, empress mother,” she said quickly. It was only when she was released that she walked up to Orion and offered her hand. “If it pleases, I would show you around the palace.”

When Argrave gave him a nod, Orion took her hand lightly. “Very well. It may be awkward walking with elaborate garments. I might carry you to ease that.”

Ji Li looked at him, eyes wide at a loss regarding the unexpected offer. Argrave instructed him, “I think it might be uncomfortable to do that on the second meeting, Orion.”

“I see,” Orion nodded. “If that is incorrect, the offer stands. Let us tour.”

Argrave watched Orion briefly, then looked at Governor Zen. “I’ll be along in a second. Just want to grab my sister. I think we have a lot to talk about.”

“Definitely,” the empress agreed.

Argrave and Anneliese walked away to where Elenore spoke with some people, Nikoletta nearby as the heart of things. When she spotted Argrave Elenore extracted the two of them and walked up.

“We’re to tour with Governor Zen,” Argrave said as greeting. “Want you with me. This could be our opportunity.”

“Alright,” Elenore agreed. “Things are going quite well. I’m having Stain write down any information I unearth back where he is. Nikoletta’s been a large help.” She looked back, then ordered in a whisper, “Melanie, Durran, stay with Nikoletta. Keep it up.”

After briefly checking in with Galamon and Patriarch Dras, who enjoyed some attention but less so than Nikoletta, they returned to begin the palace tour.

His sister explained things further as they walked. “We’ve struck gold. I had no idea that Zen had this sizable of a network throughout the kingdom. It’s no stretch to say he’s a finger in every pie. Agriculture, canals, water transportation, banking, weapons manufacture, construction work… I could go on, but gods, it’s impressive. He’s given me inspiration for back home, even.” She looked at him. “You must be having a nice time, I’m sure. So many young ladies, with wonderful… performances.”

“Let’s focus on the task at hand,” Argrave brushed past that comment. “Now that I’ve seen the… the goods, I suppose, Governor Zen’s going to try and sell me something. But we need to get Sataistador.”

“Alright. Don’t get overexcited; you already have some of what he’s selling,” Elenore continued to joke.

Argrave tried not to even crack a smile… for his sake, ultimately.

***

“I think we did well with the emperor,” Governor Zen said.

They walked out into the imperial garden. Argrave couldn’t see much of it yet as it was blocked off by tall silver fences. He could see pink trees, though, and heard running water. The eunuchs described the garden as a place of unsurpassable beauty. He was curious if that held up.

“I’d agree.” Argrave nodded, and Anneliese agreed silently.

“But some of what I said in there was meant for you,” Governor Zen said.

Argrave looked at him strangely. “Did you think I missed your meaning? You’re breaking my heart. I’m not that slow-witted.”

“Not the metaphors. The thing about what someone wants, and what someone needs.” Governor Zen stopped before the entrance to the garden, adjusting his fine clothes. “I know you’re keeping some things from me. I respect that. I’m doing the same. It’s part of the game. But, if we’re genuinely to cooperate, there are some things you do need to know. Like what I want. Not alliances, wealth… but regarding this elaborate system. The Great Chu.”

Argrave contemplated that in silence, then asked, “But going by your logic, wouldn’t I be able to direct you if I know what you want?”

“In new territory, everyone can get lost.” Governor Zen shrugged. “Nothing wrong with directions.”

Argrave nodded. “So… what do you want out of this, Zen?”


Chapter 40

Few things could compare to the beauty of the palace garden around them. The greenhouse in Dirracha that Elenore had been consigned to might’ve been a contender for natural beauty, but these gardens wove architecture and greenery far better. The cherry blossoms contrasted sharply with the marble walkways, yet there were so many other artfully placed plants that Argrave couldn’t recognize in the slightest and they all evoked awe. There were large waterfalls flowing off aqueducts, filling lakes that contained fish that gleamed like jewels and precious metals. There were wooden bridges leading to pavilions in the center of these manmade lakes. These pavilions had floors of glass so that one might see the fish swimming beneath.

“Beneath the whole of this palace, there is an incredibly intricate enchantment. I daresay it’s the most intricate enchantment in the entire world,” Governor Zen explained as they walked through the imperial gardens. “As far as I’m aware, it’s the only enchantment in the world to employ shamanic magic. It’s a closely guarded secret of the Great Chu that’s allowed the imperial court to resist the machinations of deities for countless cycles of judgment.”

Argrave listened quietly with Anneliese and Elenore. “I think you mentioned something about that enchantment array to the emperor.” He looked at the governor. “But I asked you what you wanted.”

The governor declared calmly, “I broke that array.”

Argrave cast a glance at Anneliese, and she nodded in confirmation he wasn’t lying. Argrave said tensely, “You’re the reason the Qircassian Coalition was able to all of this?”

“You sound angry. It helped you, didn’t it?” the governor sounded confused. “Your invasion never could’ve gotten this far without an attempted coup from the divine. Ji Meng would’ve resumed his place as emperor easily, and crushed you. Which even now, he’s trying to do.”

“I can attest to that,” Empress Tai Si nodded, holding her father’s arm. “The army is his crude arm. He’s always had their loyalty. But he also had the loyalty of the administration, by and large… now, that’s broken. Their trust in him is broken.”

“I’m concerned you’re collaborating with Erlebnis,” Argrave continued. “You’re his type. Powerful, influential mage with a vast network of information and finances.”

“Of course I’m not working with him,” the governor sounded offended. Anneliese didn’t indicate that was a lie. “I didn’t know Erlebnis was even involved—I thought this was the Qircassian Coalition alone.”

Anneliese gripped Argrave’s hand lightly—Zen had been truthful of being uninvolved, but lied about being ignorant of Erlebnis. Argrave could guess that—the governor’s source was Sataistador, after all, and Sataistador knew of Erlebnis.

“I meant what I said back in the throne room,” Zen continued. “The Great Chu would keep existing even if this palace was razed. I only set a fire in the palace, watched it burn. It made it easier for me to spread my roots as the divine blinded the emperor.” He gestured. “Come—let me show you the hot springs.”

Argrave and followed the governor across a bridge, passing by a group of eunuchs in silence.

“You made the empire lesser, breaking that array,” Elenore criticized.

The governor shook his head with a faint smile playing about his lips. “I can recreate it. Me, and only me.”

Argrave hoped Anneliese would spot some deception. She didn’t, however.

“You expect me to believe that?” Argrave shook his head. “Why would you know, of everyone? Why not the emperor?”

“The Great Chu emperors and their descendants once knew,” Governor Zen nodded, stopping in front of a cavern that exuded steam. “But violent coups over the centuries killed off the original bloodline, until eventually that knowledge died out. I can tell you this secret, because you can’t replicate it.” The governor raised his hands, freeing his arm from his daughter’s. “It’s tied to an A-rank ascension.”

“And how did you discover that?” Argrave pressed further.

“Focused, directed study. Nothing more. I don’t lack for determination, talent, or perspective,” Zen put his hand on his heart. “Now, I could create such arrays anywhere. This palace. Your capital of Blackgard. Within these arrays, everything —ranging from divine blessings, to the gods themselves—would cease to function properly. I say this to demonstrate my value before we talk about what I want. More than all I already have, I could give you one of the keys that allowed the Great Chu to exist as the greatest empires in the world for tens of thousands of years.”

Argrave stared at Zen. The governor had gone through great lengths to place himself in a position where he was too useful to be disregarded. Between his political clout and arcane knowledge, Zen alone offered enough to be an equal of any of their allies, even Law.

Given Argrave’s reliance on the Domain of Law and the Domain of Order, such an array for Blackgard was out of the question. But elsewhere? A zone that could disrupt the power of the gods? It cut away innumerable undesirable influences, and could ensure the safety of numerous places for millennia… just as it had here, in the imperial palace. It enabled the Great Chu to resist the gods’ treachery during the cycle of judgment. It might even enable them to win the fight versus Erlebnis and Kirel Qircassia.

But since Sataistador was looming behind Governor Zen, it also spoke of darker things. Perhaps the gods of the Blackgard Union had a trap in store, somewhere, set by this man before them.

“And what’s your real price? The one you’ve been teasing since the very beginning,” Elenore spoke up.

“I’ll still insist on further marriage ties. Insurance, you see. But the big one… it’s humbler than you might expect.” Zen looked into the cave roiling with steam, then walked inside. “The Great Chu has come so far because of meritocracy. Every administrator must pass a civil service exam, for example. Every general has to meet a certain standard of prowess, and they must know how to read and write. Someone like me, born of lowly origins, can guide foreign conquerors around the palace grounds if their talents are up to snuff.” Zen stopped. “That’s no emperor’s doing.”

“Your point being?” Anneliese asked.

Zen took a deep breath of the hot steam in the cave, then gestured toward crystal blue pools. “Shall we take a moment to relax?”

“Let’s just hear it,” Argrave prompted.

Governor Zen gathered himself, mustering some courage before he looked at Argrave with a gaze of steel. “The Great Chu no longer needs an effective monarch. It no longer needs aristocracy of any kind. Both institutions, even though greatly diminished from their heyday, are a cancer that I intend to cut out.”

Argrave had expected many answers from the governor. This was not one of them.

“Have you been lying to us, Zen?” Anneliese asked, genuinely surprised. Argrave suspected it was because she hadn’t noticed lies.

“No, he hasn’t,” the empress answered on his behalf. “My father did intend to help one of you gain the title of emperor. But it would not at all be like it was, where the imperial decree is law. Instead, the governors would be delegated more power, with one elected as their head.”

“Acting as governor, I’ve come to understand that laws handed down by the emperor cannot effectively govern the entire empire,” Zen continued. “Laws in one region can be popular in one, but wholly repulsive in another. De facto, many governors have already taken to this, selectively enforcing imperial decrees. And governors promoted by merit run the Great Chu with such efficiency we’ve managed to reach the apex of our power.”

“I don’t understand.” Argrave held out his hand. “Why go through such lengths to seal an alliance by marriage if this is what you intended?”

“Because it works. Because I know it’ll benefit my family to be tied to yours. Because it’s harder to betray those who become family, even if only through marriage. It’s a simple strategy, but it’s proven to work.” Zen shrugged. “You know I have a source that delivers me information on your people. I haven’t been unsubtle about that fact. They’ve told me of your exploits; the parliament you’ve built, the methods you’ve employed, like with the dwarves or the elves of the Bloodwoods. I won’t bare my source’s name—I value their alliance, and hope to keep it.

“Your enemies are the Qircassian Coalition and Erlebnis. I am more than willing to ally with you to end them. The Great Chu will join your Blackgard Union—I will be sure of it. Furthermore, trade can flourish between our nations when this test from the heavens is over.” Zen shook his head. “But I will not give you our great country in anything other than name. You lack the men and the influence to hold it without my help. You may have the title; I’ll keep my agreement. But if I’m right, I don’t think you want it. You didn’t come here to conquer.”

Argrave stood, agape, then asked the obvious question. “Why not be honest from the beginning?”

“It took some time for my source to gather all the information and deliver it,” Zen explained. “I couldn’t be sure you were fully trustworthy. I didn’t know your character, nor your aims. I thought you were a conqueror. Bluntly put, you would be forced to rely on me once you became emperor. And I intended to strip away your power, bit by bit. Now, things have changed.”

Argrave felt doubt fester—was Zen’s source Sataistador, or not?

Elenore crossed her arms. “You’d give up the opportunity to have an emperor in your pocket? To share absolute power?”

Zen nodded at her. “Having risen so high by merit, I see its… well, I see its merits,” he laughed. “Of course, I place my family ahead of others. But my family has ascended because we stress merit, hard work, and the benefit of intertwined connections with other meritorious people. Like your family, Argrave. Despite how my kin may ebb in power in the long-term, I fully believe it will be better for this nation to change in this manner. And what is better for the nation is better for all, my family included. Our vast technology would never have developed without proper rewards for developing it. And besides… you’re intending something similar, aren’t you? I’ve heard of your reforms. I think I see where you intend to take your parliament.”

Stunned into silence, the only noise for a few seconds was the sound of dripping in the steamy cave.

Anneliese grabbed Argrave’s shoulder, then said to Zen, “Could you give us a moment to speak?”

“Of course.” Zen nodded.

The empress and her father left the cave of the hot springs, and Anneliese conjured a ward to block out all sound.

“What in the hell did I just hear?” Argrave exclaimed at once in total surprise. “Anneliese, was he…?”

“Totally sincere?” Anneliese nodded. “Yes, he was, barring his lie about Erlebnis. But I think that was only to save face.”

“But what he said… wasn’t that… I mean, if we can get past his hatred of Ji Meng…?” Argrave babbled, seeing some light at the end of the tunnel. He thought there might be a beautiful union out of all of this.

“Am I the only one that sees it?” Elenore looked between them. “Seems so. I’ll say it plainly, as I see it. Sataistador’s using him as a cudgel to entrap us.”

Argrave was thrown off balance for only half a second before her words put into focus so much of the confusion he had. That nonsense about the source ‘taking some time to gather all the information…’ it was Sataistador selectively feeding the governor information. Elenore gave voice to his thoughts as he came to them.

“Zen’s been caught in the middle, strung along by Sataistador so that the god of war could influence how we move indirectly. That god knows, of course, how we fight, the things we’ve done. He would’ve known all along that we’d prefer an allied nation over a conquered one. But he chose now to reveal that information to Zen, suspecting we’d act in a way he wanted when Zen made the offer he just did. That’s my perspective.” Elenore looked off into the steam, gaze distant.

“But Zen does believe in what he says,” Argrave pointed out. “If we can bring him around, surely he’d…?”

“Maybe we could.” Elenore crossed her arms and nodded. “But at the same time, I’ve just seen a very clear route to getting a shot at Sataistador. If this is the god of war’s trap for us… to have us ally with this man, who’ll somehow unwittingly put us into danger… we can be ready to strike back.”

Anneliese nodded in agreement. “And if we loop Zen in, and things go awry somehow—either he doesn’t believe us, or acts in a way that draws Sataisdor’s suspicion—we could lose that opportunity.”

Argrave looked between them, thinking deeply.

“We don’t need to betray Zen if we do continue to deceive,” Anneliese said. “All we need is to play along until Sataistador’s plan comes into vision, whereupon we end him.”

Sobered by their words, Argrave nodded. “I’m with you, for now. We play along to sus out Sataistador. But something about Zen, about the way he does things… we need to be prepared for the worst. I can’t be enamored by the idea of an ally, here. He’s been incredibly ruthless in the past.” He looked at Elenore. “We have another option. But let’s keep preparing to uproot him. And let’s not get too comfortable.”

“Alright. That sounds… basically perfect.” Elenore nodded, almost proudly. “But if it’s so, the matter of another marriage still hangs in the balance.”


Chapter 41

Zen looked to his daughter, the empress, as they walked through the palace grounds. He wasn’t pleased to have Ji Meng again walk the palace halls, largely for his daughter’s sake. It reminded him of something. He had contracted cancer once before, in his sixties—as a tumor, it wasn’t something that simple healing spells could remove. Great Chu doctors had performed a complex surgery, sustaining his life with their vital force as they excised it. The first procedure, however, hadn’t quite gotten it all. He’d needed another.

Ji Meng was identical to that tumor.

“Keep watch for me, here,” he told his daughter as they came to a spot near the library.

“Alright,” she agreed easily.

Zen went to a low-lying corridor. Apparently even the birds could be the eyes and ears of Argrave’s forces, so he’d needed to take a long detour to come here. He fit his hand into a recess, and a hidden doorway all too common in the imperial palace split the wall open. After walking through, he turned it back. No one was the wiser.

The tunnel beyond was dimly lit, and Zen walked through the corridors with nothing other than his memory to guide. No sound passed through the walls of the palace, so he was alone with his thoughts. Yet in time, he came to a large room with a large table. A hulking man sat cross-legged atop the table—though perhaps ‘man’ was the wrong term. No—it was Sataistador, god of war.

His green eyes fell upon Zen, and the governor felt a chill that no other could inspire. The god said evenly, “If you’ve come to see me, I presume you have news.”

“You were right.” Zen clasped his hands together in some small display of gratitude. “Argrave agreed.”

Sataistador crossed his arms. “Did he ask for anything more?”

“Details of trade between our nations, and some small compensation for the deception.” Zen shook his head. “Barely merits mentioning.”

“There you have it.” Sataistador nodded. “I might’ve spared you even that if I’d gathered information sooner, but it is what it is.”

“You seem more an information broker than a god of war,” said Zen, with a pointed question in the statement.

“The two can be similar. Gerechtigkeit—or as you know it, the test from heaven—does require people possess a degree of competence. And he learns. The work Erlebnis has done here may have been facilitated, in large part, due to his efforts.” Sataistador shrugged calmly. “I needed to be free for what comes next.”

“What does come next?” Zen raised a brow.

Sataistador grabbed a blade on his waist, then drew it so cleanly it made no noise at all. Zen restrained himself from stepping back, and was relieved when the god raised his blade near his head. With one huge hand, he gathered the thick mane of red hair behind him and severed it cleanly. He held the cut hair firmly, and it began to twist, writhe, and coalesce together. Zen watched with awe as what had been hair became a red dagger that seemed no different than forged metal. Sataistador dropped it with the point facing downward. It pierced the ground, going all the way to its hilt.

“For you.” Sataistador’s hair looked somewhat strange after, but after running his hands through a few times it became natural-looking. “I make one of these weapons every millennium. Why, you ask? Back when I was still a man, my tribe cut our hair to prepare for war.”

Zen took the meaning, inhaling deeply.

“As you use it, it’ll adapt to best suit how you fight,” Sataistador continued. “Magic, hand-to-hand, it doesn’t matter; it’ll shape to your needs.” He ran his hands across the other weapons he carried. “Each of these were born looking like that, but in time he’ll grow to suit you. Keep him on you, always.”

Zen kneeled down before the weapon, fearing to touch it. “Him?”

“How can it grow if it isn’t alive? But… like any child, he’s needy. Part from him for even a few minutes, well… you won’t like it. But raise him well, and he can kill gods.” The god of war smiled wickedly—after losing his mane, he appeared ever more savage and vicious. “And if you carry it… I think he will. Soon, even.”

Zen pulled it free, examining it, before looking back up. “Does cutting the beard give me a sheathe?”

Sataistador’s smile faded. “Enjoy the wedding.”

***

The palace tour had no end of luxuries to demonstrate to Argrave and all of his guests. It wasn’t difficult to see why Ji Meng had lost the plot, somewhat—and further, why he was content allowing Argrave to run the show as the legitimate power while the emperor remained a figurehead. There was enough in this place for the emperor to fill up a lifetime. The library alone had enough knowledge to fill centuries.

But the tour did eventually come to a close, and they headed for a large, open courtyard for the next performances. It had less structure than the first, and people hung near fences containing the act, milling about and socializing. ‘Vital force artistry,’ it was called—great, glorious displays of highly specialized magic. Argrave, having some mastery of magic, wasn’t impressed by the dancing fire dragons or even the movie-screen like lightning projections… but as a practitioner of magic, he could appreciate just how difficult each act was.

After working out their strategy for the marriage question, Argrave was able to indulge his own personal curiosity—he approached Orion, who stood alone.

“Where did Ji Li go?” He asked his brother.

Orion looked at him. “Some of her relatives pulled her away for some matter—they were vague about what. I could find her, Your Majesty, in less than a minute.”

“No no no,” Argrave said quickly, shaking his head. “How did your walk go?”

“It was flat ground—difficult to stumble. Neither of us tripped. I’d call it a success, if we’re speaking of walking alone.” Orion ran his hand down his beard. “Still, I do feel minutely outclassed.”

“What?” Argrave asked in shock. “You’re kidding, right?”

Above, a great rumble of thunder echoed, and an anglerfish of lightning chased a fox of water.

“Ji Li plays eight different instruments. Though born without magic, she can transcribe spells up to S-rank and create enchantments of the same caliber. She paints, sculpts, and can perform countless dances, though she has a particular fondness for sword dancing. She’s adept at falconry, and rears half a thousand birds. Whereas I… am a little stronger than most, and can take a lot of damage.” Orion’s hand clenched and unclenched.

“You learned all of that?” Argrave looked surprised. Had it been anyone else, he might’ve thought Ji Li was just making things up.

“I am intended to learn about the other in a partnership, correct, Your Majesty?” Orion looked at Argrave, brows furrowed. “Such was advice I received.”

“Well, yeah, but…” Argrave shrugged. “But did you have fun? Was it a pleasant experience?”

“Pleasant enough,” Orion nodded. “I believe I frighten her. And she seems distrustful. She kept asking the same question, as though I was lying to her.”

“What was the question?”

“She asked, ‘what do I do to enjoy myself?’”

Argrave narrowed his eyes. “And you told her…”

“Speak with Vasquer. Help out around Blackgard. What I generally do—no doubt Your Majesty has seen me.” Orion explained.

Argrave looked up to the sky, where the fox had finally escaped the anglerfish once and for all and darted up toward the clouds. With a sigh, he said, “Maybe she’ll understand if I say it.”

“Certainly. Your Majesty has a way with words.” He nodded seriously. “She also stutters.”

“Stutters?” Argrave repeated.

“When she speaks quickly.” Orion nodded. “She got excited speaking of her falcons.”

“Hmm.” Argrave shrugged. “Does that bother you?”

“What bothers me is merely that I suspect that’s why her parents suggested the vow of silence to her in our first meeting.” Orion looked at him. “Or so Elenore said. I’m actually unsure of it, myself.”

“Elenore? You spoke to her?”

“Yes!” Orion said enthusiastically. “She was a tremendous help. I had no clue what to ask. Her words were a lodestar amidst uncertain seas.”

“Ah,” Argrave said with a knowing nod—now he was making sense of why Orion had such a relatively normal time. He was about to inquire more, but was interrupted.

“Ladies and gentlemen!” a eunuch called out, gently let loudly. “The second meal has been prepared. We have prepared chairs and tables for all—you need not move from where you stand.”

As countless servants of the palace walked out, each and all doing as the eunuch had instructed, Argrave realized it was time for the second meal… and after this, the opera house. Apparently, Anneliese, Argrave, and his siblings would be sharing a booth with Governor Zen. There, they’d put the final question to rest—how could they compromise with Zen?

***

Argrave thought he’d seen no end to luxury and decadence after having witnessed the imperial palace, but he was proven wrong when they headed for the Chou Opera House. They began the city tour not on a parade, but on a grand barge that took up the length of the canals throughout Ji. Every single ship had been removed from the canals for them. Low-lying yet wide, it moved throughout the city with citizens looking upon them with a great degree of zeal. They cheered, but from the interior, Argrave could hear little.

With a brief bit of respite from the constant socializing, Argrave and Anneliese enjoyed their private quarters in the pleasure barge in relative silence. Eventually, however, they did strategize with Elenore further, who was busy in another boat making last-minute confirmations with another prominent elven member of their entourage. When the cheers faded, Argrave looked out the window.

The Chou Opera House, which Argrave had assumed they’d need to exit the boat to reach, sat in the center of a lake just outside of the city. It wasn’t on an island in the middle of the lake, but rather, the Chou Opera House itself was a gigantic boat, perhaps even larger than the Sea Dragon that Argrave had taken. They were given the option to continue on by boat so that they could get closer to the stage, or go to the booths—given their date with Zen, the choice was made for them, but Argrave was undeniably curious about what the first option entailed.

As Argrave was led to a booth on the Chou Opera House, things became clear. The inside of the Chou Opera House was hollow so as to permit boats to sail inside it. As Argrave watched, several barges entered inside the opera house, drifting up until they came just alongside the stage. Several other boats filed in, forming impromptu seats in the calm lake. Each and every boat was eerily still, kept suspended by magic. From the booths, though, Argrave could see the whole stage.

“I always did like a booth. But nothing beats being right by the stage of the opera, aboard my barge.”

Argrave looked back, where Zen entered the room.

“You can’t quite have serious discussions right next to the stage,” Argrave said evenly, turning away from the booth’s window. “Would be rude to the others.”

“The emperor’s done it before. But then, you’re not wrong about the second part.”

As everyone situated themselves in the huge booth, a lone woman walked out onto the opera’s stage. She shouted, “Please, greet the actors! Each and all are honored to perform here today!”

Argrave took his seat idly and watched, joined by Anneliese and Elenore to his right while Orion and Governor Zen sat to his left. The opera, like the puppet show earlier this morning, was about Argrave and Emperor Ji Meng. Tired of reliving the same old tired story, he intended to ignore it. Argrave liked himself well enough, but this was too much of a good thing.

The governor began, “So… you’ve seen all my kin, all my family. Perhaps you’d best start with thoughts. I’ll be blunt: who do you fancy?”

“I’ll be blunter—my presence here, long-term, is going to be minimal,” Argrave answered quickly. “This place, for all its glitter and glamor, simply isn’t my home. Slaying gods in my primary purpose here. Once it’s done, there’s the bigger matter. Gerechtigkeit. But the infrastructure here… it’s given both me and my sister a great deal to think about.” He shook his head. “I digress. Point being… you won’t be dealing with me.”

“Who will I be dealing with?” Zen indulged patiently.

“My father-in-law,” Argrave explained. “Patriarch Dras.”

“Dras has… incredibly high standards,” Anneliese added. “Unreasonably so. Perhaps you should’ve had those… women… audition for him,” she said, finally letting some of her annoyance out.

“I agree,” Argrave nodded, but as he watched the stage, he paused his words.

The announcer shouted, “Playing Grand Commandant Sun…!”

Argrave saw an uncomfortably familiar face playing himself. One that definitely didn’t belong.
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Good King Norman.

Last Argrave saw of him, Norman hadn’t face enough to be recognizable. He had made sure the man perished—crushed his skull with the most powerful spell he could muster as Traugott tried to spirit him away into the Shadowlands. Now Norman struck a rather eye-catching image, being the only one of the actors in the play largely unadorned with the makeup the other actors bore, perhaps to display that his ethnicity differed from the audience’s. He was also a fair bit taller than most, but then the people of the Great Chu seemed to be shorter on average.

What was this? A message? A setup? It simply didn’t make sense for Norman to be here, alive and well, and acting in a high-class opera in the heart of the Great Chu. Did things run deeper than he ever could have imagined—was Sataistador in cahoots with not only Governor Zen, but Traugott? The former Magister of the Order certainly fit the god of war’s criteria for an ally—he had no trouble destroying things, even entire cities, in his pursuit of his objectives.

If that was the case, several things needed to happen. Wedding be damned—they couldn’t stay here. This was dangerous. If Traugott had infiltrated this area, the whole of it could be unsafe. But not only here—everywhere. They had taken ample measures to protect Blackgard, and Vasilisa had been assigned as Sophia’s guardian—that woman had blocked Traugott from acting once before in defense of Elenore… but with so much happening, Zen, Sataistador, and Traugott… it was a whirlwind that Argrave wasn’t willing to tolerate.

“Argrave? Argrave!” Anneliese shook Argrave’s arm, finally drawing him out of his rapid-fire thoughts.

He looked at her, only now realizing he clenched the armrest of the chair tight enough to crush the wood into splinters. He relaxed his grip. “You see it, don’t you?” He asked her in a low whisper.

Anneliese looked over, then back at Argrave. “Yes. But he… he lacks what Norman possessed. That abyss within, that power.”

“That makes a difference?” He whispered tersely, prepared to move. He watched Orion walk to the edge of the booth, gripping it in preparation to move and do something.

“Is something the matter?” Governor Zen asked, in a tone that suggested he was truly ignorant and confused about the way they were acting. “Does something about the performance disturb you?”

Argrave looked at him, scrutinizing his features intently as he judged what to do next. Sataistador was one thing, Zen another—but Traugott? The governor and the god were reasonable actors. They had unideal goals, but they could be counted on to act in certain ways. Traugott, however… he was an utterly irrational sociopath with unknown goals.

Zen must’ve interpreted something about the way Argrave was looking at him, because he stood up from his seat and backed away. He pulled back his robe slightly, saying, “Let’s be calm. I don’t think I said anything untoward.”

Argrave spotted a red dagger, well-concealed in the governor’s robes. Elenore’s voice cut into his head as he observed it, her voice acting insistently, “What’s wrong?”

“Good King Norman’s down on that stage. Playing me,” he informed her succinctly, recalling she had never before seen the Good King. “Traugott took Norman’s corpse, back then. Meaning Traugott must be involved, somehow. We’re isolated out here. We need to leave.”

“Let’s calm down,” Elenore consoled him. “We have half a thousand other powerful people in this opera house, right now. Anyone acts rashly—even if Traugott summons one of those creatures that graced the capital, or Sandelabara—we’re safest here.”

Argrave turned his head away from the governor, but kept him in his peripherals as he discussed with Elenore. “Could be trying to wipe us out in one fell swoop. Either way, I don’t like it.”

“We’ve had people watching us the whole time,” Elenore insisted. “Half a dozen users of druidic magic. Patriarch Dras’ own people are scouting; even the gods are trailing us. I understand your caution, but let’s slow the pace and try to learn what in the blazes is going on.”

Argrave tapped the side of the booth a few times, mulling her words in his head. After a few moments, he accepted that she was right. They needed to learn what, exactly, was going on. Offending Governor Zen, furthermore, wouldn’t be a good thing, especially not at this pivotal moment. When he looked deeper, too, he felt some of that primal fear that the Good King Norman invoked in him, even all this time after he’d been dead and gone. Rationally… he should stay.

“I apologize, Governor Zen. My thoughts went away from me when I saw someone from my homeland that I recognize.” He turned his head, where the governor relaxed his posture slightly at his non-threatening tone. “You’ve organized this entire wedding. And someone I’d call a nemesis is standing on that stage, playing me. I’d like you to tell me what’s happening. Now,” he said, amiably and politely… yet he certainly wasn’t asking.

The governor looked to the stage with some degree of shock, studying Norman briefly before looking back to Argrave. “You understand… I’m uninvolved with the show, the actors. I merely paid the Chou Opera House to put on this performance. Maestro Baobao operates the entire troupe.”

Argrave looked at Anneliese, but she gave no indication Zen was lying. He looked back at the governor. “Where is this Baobao?”

“You want to speak to him now?” Zen said cautiously.

“I want to jam nails through his hands until he tells me why that man is here. But that’d be somewhat impolite for our first meeting, so talking will suffice.” Argrave straightened. “Considering you’re the one paying his bill, you can make that happen, I trust?”

Zen cautiously asked, “What about our conversation?”

Argrave looked at Elenore. “Anneliese and my sister can speak for me. Patriarch Dras can join you, later. But I want to see the Maestro, and I won’t be able to speak about anything else until I do.”

Zen looked between them, then slowly gave a nod. “I’ll have one of my people bring you to him. Considering we’re in the middle of a performance, it may be difficult to speak to him.”

“What about me, Argrave?” Orion asked in concern.

“Stay here. I’ll be fine on my own.” He tapped the Ravenstone dangling from his neck, then followed Zen as the man went to help Argrave in his task.

As he exited the booth, he spoke to the Alchemist. “Did you hear all of that?”

“You need to capture the actor alive—that’s the most paramount. If I have him, I can study him. If I can study him, I can help you,” the Alchemist responded at once.

“My thoughts exactly.”

***

Soon enough, Argrave was brought before this Maestro Baobao in the back, where half a thousand props and stage setting items languished unused. The man, as befitted the troupe he ran, was extremely flamboyant. Garbed only in feathers, he was fat and bald and had a face that seemed exceptionally babyish. If Argrave didn’t know better, he’d suspect the man was a eunuch with a unique style—but Argrave wasn’t exceptionally interested in examining the man further.

Once Governor Zen’s person explained why the Maestro was being pulled away from his performance, the fat man fluttered and said sweetly, “Grand Commandant, if there’s any problem with the performance—any problem with the portrayal—I am willing to make amends. But please, the show…!”

Argrave cut past the babble and said firmly, “Where did you hire the man playing me? Where did you find him? Why is he here?”

“Xueyan?” The maestro rubbed his hands together. “I… I’m not entirely sure where he came from, Grand Commandant. He was a part of a travelling troupe of entertainers—he had joined it to be put on display as a passing oddity, but one of my people noticed he had a talent for performance—a flair for the dramatic, your lordship. His rhyming tongue astounds even our veteran performers, he has top notch improvisation, and his novel appearance draws sizable crowds on slower nights. It was never out intention to put one of your people on display, if that is the issue… indeed, you might say we were paying respects to—"

“How did this travelling troupe find him?” Argrave questioned without missing a beat.

“Apparently, they found him on the eastern beaches—I’m not familiar with the specifics, your lordship…” the man blubbered.

Argrave nodded and said firmly, “Tell me who among your performers recommended him. And tell me the travelling troupe he was with, before this. I’ll be waiting here for the performance to end, to… speak to this Xue...” Argrave trailed off.

“Xueyan,” the maestro finished. “Your lordship… all due respect, but these are my performers. Even for a servant of the son of heaven…”

“You’ll be compensated,” Argrave promised. “Governor Zen will take care of it.”

“Even still… to give up one of my own…? My other performers, they’re close-knit. The damage this could cause to my reputation…”

Argrave touched the Ravenstone and released the Alchemist, and the towering abomination stood tall in the room, drawing the eyes of dozens of actors and helpers. As people panicked, Argrave gripped the maestro’s shoulder, tired of playing around.

“You can be compensated for giving me Xueyan, and you can go throughout your day happy and healthy. Or I can have the army seize Xueyan, and you can be markedly less so,” Argrave explained. “End result is the same either way. This is an imperial matter. And you wouldn’t want to interfere with the son of heaven, would you?”

Maestro Baobao shook his head. “Of course not. Never.”

“Then I’ll wait until the performance is over, alright? Now, in the meanwhile, those names I asked for earlier… you’ll tell me everyone who was involved in this.”

***

After calming down from the frenzied drive forward he’d received after learning of Norman’s presence, Argrave did think to ask some prudent questions. He mentioned the name Norman to the Maestro, but it’d never been used—everyone called him by the name the troupe had given him, Xueyan, or more often just ‘red-eyes.’ From what Argrave heard, it had to be the same person—this Xueyan retained the same penchant for rhyming when he was just talking, the same as Good King Norman.

But at the same time… an actor? It was an ill-fitting career for someone who used to be a conqueror, someone who sold his children to dark forces. The odds that Norman, even if he had lost his memories or something similar, winded up here, tonight… no, it was too far-fetched to be a coincidence. This was a deliberate message—it had to be. What that message was, who knows… but Argrave intended to find out.

In time, waiting backstage, the performance ended. Argrave doubted he could’ve appreciated it, agitated as he was, but things had a mind of their own. Soon enough, the actors filtered out one-by-one. Argrave had long ago recalled the Alchemist so as not to frighten them. The maestro went out of his way to grab ‘Xueyan’ and shepherd him forward. Argrave laid eyes upon the man who, without a doubt, matched the Good King Norman of his memory.

“Remember me?” Argrave asked, stepping forward. “Or drawing a blank? It doesn’t matter, I suppose…”
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“I’ve told you everything that I can remember,” the man who went by Xueyan pleaded.

Strangely, Argrave hoped that the man would be a constant rhymer, if only so he could have some vague tie to Norman even despite the strange situation. Apparently he could rhyme, but didn’t always do so. The more questions Argrave asked, the more of a dead end that he reached. Frustrating as it was, he’d gotten the full story from Maestro Baobao, and this empty shell bearing Norman’s visage told no more stories.

Xueyan had woke up on the eastern shores of the Great Chu without so much as a memory of his own name. He knew how to speak, how to live, but little more than that. He was taken in by a local village, then joined a travelling troupe, then joined the opera. A set of happy coincidences… but Argrave couldn’t believe things aligned that perfectly. Someone was pulling the strings. Erlebnis? Sataistador?

“I don’t think he lies,” said Anneliese begrudgingly. “Your memory of this man is likely better than mine, but they do look identical. I believe that is where the similarities end.”

“Do you know me? My real name, my memories?” Xueyan asked urgently, his haunting red eyes looking between them.

Argrave looked at the man, wanting to call him Norman. He felt what was almost an instinct to fight him. But in the end, Argrave suppressed these thoughts, turned around, and looked up. There, the Alchemist waited for his signal. With the slightest of nods from Argrave, he was spurred into action. Almost faster than Argrave could see, the Alchemist knocked Xueyan unconscious with a spell.

“I’ll find out any secrets he holds,” the Alchemist promised, stepping past Argrave. “Refrain from putting me in the stone for the time being. I would not wish to move him from this location too quickly. Tell Elenore to contact Stain.”

Argrave gave one last look at Xueyan—Norman—then turned around with a grim shake of his head. “I want to know anything you learn.”

“And you will,” the Alchemist vowed.

Argrave walked away, and Anneliese joined him. She explained what he’d missed, searching for answers down here. “Governor Zen was contented being foisted off to court Patriarch Dras instead of us. Once he learned the Veidimen were our allies rather than subjects, he almost seemed eager to proposition the elf. But the governor underestimates the steadfastness of our people. Dras won’t give him anything.”

“Mention anything to him about the Palace of Heaven?” Argrave asked.

“No, only that the plans would come after the wedding ceremony.” Anneliese opened a door, and they marched up the stairs of the opera houses back to the now-empty booths. “We shouldn’t be too far behind. A boat is waiting for us.”

Argrave and her walked in silence through the largely-empty opera house, but eventually he broke the silence. “Have you noticed anything strange?”

“Despite my efforts, no.” Anneliese inhaled, then held out Rowe’s staff. “Rowe tasked me with killing Traugott. I bring this everywhere for that reason. I’ve been searching for him frantically, ready to draw it. Even Traugott wouldn’t be fearless enough to appear here. He’d die in seconds. Even I might succumb, empowered as I am.”

Argrave looked at her. “Sounds like something’s troubling you.”

She smiled bitterly—an expression Argrave had often made when Anneliese had read his emotions, without a doubt. “I don’t feel it will be as straightforward as with Dimocles.” Anneliese looked into one of the empty booths, and the waterlogged stage beneath it. “Traugott is older. I think he’s smarter. And his A-rank ascension… it disquiets me. When we were in Sandelabara, and I looked into the gaping hole that Traugott created…” she trailed off.

Argrave stopped and looked at her. “Go ahead.”

She paused with him and looked back. “I’ve looked upon gods with my [Truesight]. Sophia’s strange power, the Alchemist… all manner of things.” Anneliese shook her head. “But I saw only darkness when peering into the Shadowlands. Alongside this darkness, there was a festering voice telling me to stop looking. I was never able to work out if those were my thoughts, or something else’s. It has frightened me beyond compare.”

Argrave studied her for some time. He could tell she was bothered by this, but she’d never mentioned it to this point. That, in itself, told of how deep her concern was. She was open about nearly everything, but this had taken some time to come out.

He asked, “Do you remember anything else?”

Anneliese’s amber eyes went distant as she lost herself to that memory, then she nodded. “A hound.”

“A hound?” Argrave narrowed his eyes, then thought deeply. “I can’t remember anything like that. But the Shadowlands have all kinds of creatures. Who’s to say you didn’t see another one of them?”

“I didn’t see anything,” she shook her head. “But that’s what I remember, nonetheless. A hound. The impression is seared into my memory.” She gestured on. “We’re wasting time. Let’s not hold things up further.”

***

They departed back to the imperial palace aboard a barge that’d waited behind for them. The canals were still clear of any traffic, so it didn’t take long to return. Fortunately, he’d not missed any of his brother’s ceremony—there was still some downtime before that could happen. Indeed, there was downtime enough for the Alchemist to return to them urgently, bearing some news.

His rapid flight to the palace had drawn some concern from the palace guard, but Argrave prudently recalled him inside the Ravenstone and explained to the guards the existence of his guardian. Along the way, he clutched the Ravenstone, listening to what the Alchemist had to say.

“You didn’t leave Xueyan there, I hope?” Argrave asked him.

“I delivered him to the one called Stain,” the Alchemist explained. “I will be brief, because I intend to return to this research as soon as I possibly can. The empty shell—it was created using a power like Sophia’s.”

Argrave was stunned into silence for a long while, then felt some cold anger surface. “You’re sure of that?”

“There is no doubt. Xueyan, just as those dolls, just as ‘Castro,’ was created. I believe there are subtle differences in the methods, but the outcome is without doubt.”

Argrave inhaled deeply. “What does that mean for us?”

“My hypothesis? Appreciably little,” the Alchemist said calmly. “There is a reason why the man you see retains all the features Norman had. And that is because Norman is all Traugott will be capable of creating. He has a template in Norman’s corpse. But the raw materials… I see the flesh of half a dozen different men and women, jammed together haphazardly in mimicry of their mold. I see a soul born from shattered remnants of several others. But this mold lacks that special spark that Sophia possesses—that undeniable power, welling within her.”

Argrave sifted through the words, searching for the heart of them. “Meaning… the only thing Traugott can make is empty shells that look like Norman?”

“I suspect so,” the Alchemist confirmed. “That may change, minutely, as the man refines his methods. But ultimately, it’s nothing more sophisticated than the chimeras that I can already create. No one can truly imitate Sophia’s power of creation. They can only make copies of what she’s already created.”

Argrave felt a degree of unease and relief in equal measure. Traugott was proving to be among the cleverest foes that Argrave had faced—cleverest mortals, at least. Argrave tried to ensure that he didn’t have any repeat encounters with enemies… no one to bear a grudge, come back prepared. Yet countless times, Traugott had escaped him. He hoped, for their sake, Anneliese did have her opportunity to kill him.

“Do not relax quite yet,” the Alchemist said. “There was a message within his kidneys. This is the reason I deigned to return at all.”

Argrave tried to take most things the Alchemist said in stride, but paused for half a second upon hearing that. “In his kidneys?”

“Someone placed a metal tube within one kidney. It preserved a paper. It requested your presence at a certain location in the Great Chu.”

Argrave felt a rush of distrust, yet with it in equal measure, a rush of ambition. He expected a trap—something unideal, to understate what might be waiting. Yet at the same time, Traugott had displayed ample arrogance, appearing before Argrave and Orion alone and trusting his ability to escape them by vanishing into the Shadowlands. If Anneliese could lock him down… what better opportunity did they have to end him? But then, perhaps Argrave’s eyes were larger than his stomach. Sataistador, Erlebnis, Kirel Qircassia, and now Traugott… a veritable buffet of foes.

“You have that paper with you, I hope.” Argrave said simply. He had too many thoughts to parse through at the moment.

“I do. Now release me, and I shall return to further dissect this body.”

“Body? What have you…?” Argrave asked, but shook his head. “No—it doesn’t matter. I leave his fate to your discretion. This time.” He released the Alchemist from the Ravenstone near the entrance to the imperial palace.

“My discretion? It seems you learn.” The Alchemist handed Argrave the iron tube, unlocked with the note within it still, then left into the dusk.

***

Though Argrave couldn’t deny he was far more focused on the incredibly distracting happenings, he tried his best to be mentally present for the wedding ceremony itself. The note contained little more information than what the Alchemist had conveyed—a request, a location, and a time two days from now. With no other hints, Argrave put it aside. Hopefully, Elenore’s investigation would bear fruit. But Traugott was as fleeting as a shadow.

Bride and groom, previously donning their own garb, received outfits in an extremely bright red. Orion’s outfit looked somewhat tight, yet it suited Ji Li rather well. The ceremony was held in the throne room, with the emperor acting as the officiator. They waited for the suns to fully disappear and the red moon to shine bright. Then, with the Great Chu’s symbol watching above, bride and groom walked into the throne room while all the guests waited on the sidelines. The vows had been discussed beforehand—they were in Great Chu land, so they performed Great Chu vows. Besides, Orion found them fitting.

Ji Li swore to the son of heaven and her ancestors that she would be faithful and true, and would maintain his household and persist in her wifely duties no matter what came. Orion swore upon Vasquer, both the kingdom and his ancestor, to maintain Ji Li’s honor and dignity, and to protect her from all manner of harm. It seemed somewhat controversial among some he did not swear to the emperor, but despite that, Ji Meng blessed their marriage, pronouncing them man and wife.

Rather than give her the Vasquer name—most present didn’t even know it—Ji Li became Sun Li. The couple had obtained the permission of the living, but now they needed to call upon that of the dead. Empress Tai Si, wearing a veil of black that descended to the ground, led Orion and Sun Li into the crypts. There, Sun Li would ask her ancestors for approval.

After, Orion would take her to his homeland to ask his ancestors for their approval. If he could talk, Felipe III might not give it. Most of their forefathers might not approve. But the only one that actually had a say—the ancient Gilderwatcher, Vasquer—probably would. Not that Sun Li could hear her voice, of course. Orion’s mother was intended to lead their journey home, and though her mental state had been improving, it wasn’t yet enough to let her perform that role.

For all intents and purposes, the marriage was sealed. Orion was now a married man. It marked the Great Chu, this indomitable nation, as fully under the thumb of the Blackgard Union. Some great many tribulations awaited them—threats from above, in the Palace of Heaven, from their ‘allies’ in Sataistador, and in the shadows from Traugott. But Argrave felt his allies were every bit the match.
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Two days had passed since Orion’s wedding. These days were moments of respite, even amidst the bombardment from the sky tower above. Elenore had taken further measures behind the scenes to ensure the governor would be punished if he stepped out of line, but for now, they had contented him. The emperor was again drinking Ebonice tea, and Zen took this as a sign that they had neutered him. It was enough to earn his cooperation. But he wouldn’t be content to keep Ji Meng alive forever, and that was certainly something to consider.

Now, two matters loomed above this day while Orion brought Sun Li back to their homeland. The first was the strategy discussion for the taking of the Palace of Heaven. They had all but confirmed Governor Zen was working with Sataistador. Without proof, they weren’t yet ready to take this suspicion to the gods of the Blackgard Union, so for now they operated under the radar. As for the other matter… the alleged meeting with Traugott was intended to take place today.

Elenore’s investigation of the fake Norman’s rapid arrival in the opera house had reached a dead end. It had ended because all the members of the travelling troupe that Xueyan had been sourced from had been slain to the last man. Traugott hadn’t been subtle with them. They were burnt to crisps in the middle of the night, and with them, any further insights into his methods or network died. They investigated peripheral people, but garnered little information from them. Anyone who might’ve had more information either vanished or died mysteriously.

This whole ordeal reeked of Traugott’s meddling—and worse yet, someone powerful behind him. Argrave suspected Erlebnis. The methodology tracked. Despite all of that, Argrave intended to go through with the meeting. If Anneliese could lock Traugott in battle, it would be the end of him. That alone was worth the risk of whatever design the conniving spellcaster concocted.

For now, however, they stood within the wing of war in the imperial palace. Argrave, Anneliese, Galamon, and Elenore were having a discussion with the governor over a large map painted into a table. They had consulted Ji Meng before this conversation, but Zen offered surprising insight.

“The Palace of Heaven is located on the top of a fairly tall mountain range,” Zen explained to Argrave, leaning deep over the painted table. “This mountain range is near the perfect center of the nation, and marks the boundaries between what can be considered north and south, or east and west. There are two pathways to reach it, one from the north, the other from the south—they’re incredibly narrow, and both pathways are too steep for horses to traverse. They wind through the mountain in an ungainly fashion, and they’re defended by small outposts all along the way with weapons imbued with vital force. This is just the pathway to reach the fortress.” Zen’s finger traced a snaking road up the mountainside.

“It’d be hard to resupply. But then with Erlebnis as the garrison, supply wouldn’t matter… they don’t eat.” Argrave shook his head. He hoped Galamon might contribute, but the snow elf stared at the painted table in silence. “We have wyverns. They can be some edge for us in the ascent.”

Governor Zen stroked his sharp beard. “Do you think the fortress hasn’t dealt with fliers before, or dealt with supply constraints? There’s a vast food store beneath the castle: edible cave fungus. Unglamorous fare, but it never rots, grows slowly year by year… they could last for decades, eating that. As for your wyverns, the same person that built the divine-warding array beneath the imperial palace built something else up here.” The governor looked at them. “The Stormfield.”

Anneliese perked up, asking, “What might that be?”

“Ingenuity,” Governor Zen said simply. “It took me nearly a decade to mimic the array beneath the imperial palace. But no matter how much I studied the Stormfield, its secrets never revealed themselves to me. A shame, too, considering how useful replication of such a feat would be.” The governor calmed his enthusiasm, then explained, “The Stormfield personifies the Great Chu style of utilizing vital force. It calls upon the sky itself to rain the elements down infinitely wherever the array’s director wills it. Lightning, fire, ice, water—every second, any approaching army must contend with constant barrages. Each has the force of an S-rank spell.”

Argrave looked to Anneliese. “You heard what she did, didn’t you? She’s well used to assaults like that.”

“Weren’t you listening?” Elenore chided. “The man never said it created elements. He said it called upon them.”

Anneliese nodded in agreement. “Meaning… my [Life Cycle] may not be able to sap power from any spells that strike my wards.” She looked at the governor. “You studied this array—are the attacks that assail assaulting armies imbued with magic—excuse me, vital force?” she corrected her terminology for the present company.

Galamon continued to stare at the map in silence as Governor Zen thought of his answer.

“No. The Stormfield calls upon the environment—it never creates any spells.” The governor shook his head. “If you need the presence of vital force to use your A-rank ascension, it’ll be useless here.”

“There are other ways to utilize my power…” Anneliese bit her nails, thinking hard.

“Impractical, janky ways,” Argrave supplied. “But you said it uses fire, ice—if this comes from the environment, there has to be limits to what it can do, how long it can last.”

“It comes in waves.” The governor walked around the table, explaining. “Lightning is constant, and remains the deadliest of the attacks. First, it isolates and extracts heat from the air and whips up ice storms from the skies and snow dotting the peak. Deadly shards of ice move fast enough to pierce hardened steel. When no more ice shards exist, the heat is manipulated until the air itself catches fire.”

“Air can’t catch fire,” Argrave interrupted.

“I’ve seen otherwise,” Zen dismissed him in turn. As Argrave considered the implications—perhaps the fungal cave beneath and some gases within had something to do with this—the governor continued. “The fire generally turns all the ice into steam. And from the steam comes deadly assaults from condensed water from everywhere all at once. Mysteriously, all of the heat drains away, and the ice recrystallizes. From there, this cycle persists. Meanwhile, those within the Palace of Heaven exist in a temperate, pleasant climate, caked in wards of the highest caliber and with stone unbroken since their placement. There are countless other measures to prevent approach—least of all, a constant pressure the walls exert the closer one walks.”

Argrave couldn’t begin to imagine what that would be like—a constant cycle of hot and cold, lightning raining down all the while. But there had to be a source, a limit, a fuel. Power, especially not power of that magnitude, didn’t come without an end. It might be ridiculously efficient, but it had to end. And there had to be some trick to it, some method that might be exploited. If these processes of transformation could be interrupted…

“Has the Stormfield ever stopped?” Anneliese asked, giving voice to his thoughts. “During a siege, I mean.”

“Magic is its fuel. It’ll cease only briefly, when the director of the array runs out of magic.” Zen shook his head grimly. “But considering who mans it now, I doubt that’ll be a problem. Even if the Stormfield didn’t exist, Erlebnis and all of his divine servants remain within that fortress. It’s resisted the siege of gods with far lesser occupants. Once, an emperor protected it alone against an ancient god until reinforcements arrived.”

Argrave looked at Anneliese. “Even if we do disarm the Stormfield somehow, Erlebnis has seen you fight without a doubt. He won’t have his emissaries attack our armies. He’ll do it himself, with his own power, so you can’t stand at the front and absorb it harmlessly.”

“I’m no strategist. But it sounds like you and your blood echoes will be pivotal for this, Argrave.” Elenore crossed her arms, leaning up against the painted table. “No one else can attack so safely into the heart of enemy defenses from afar.”

Galamon finally moved, drawing two blue daggers from their sheathes and placing them atop the table. Argrave recognized them quickly—the Giantkillers. They’d taken those two daggers from a location that might be deemed somewhat similar to the Palace of Heaven. Atop a mountain fortress, these daggers had actually been the spearheads of giant golems.

And they could catch lightning, storing it for one devastating attack.

Argrave walked up to the daggers and looked at them. “I guess these would make the best of a bad situation…”

“Is the fortress vulnerable to tunneling?” Galamon questioned.

“The Stormfield collapses any tunnels that draw close enough. It keeps the whole mountain stable.” Zen waited expectantly for further questions.

“Wyverns are useless here.” Galamon leaned in. “Two armies, on foot, will take both passes. Veid and I shall lead one. Law and Argrave shall lead another. A straightforward assault.”

Argrave didn’t exactly drop his jaw in surprise. They had received some information about the Palace of Heaven, and knew there were two paths. Dividing forces might seem imprudent… but then, that was what they wanted it to be. Sataistador might be enticed to betray if their forces were divided, one coming from the north and the other from the south.

“Only on foot? And an assault, no less—not a siege?” Argrave had to ask, unsure of the reasoning behind his old friend’s plan.

“Place was designed for attrition. We fight that way, we play their game,” he declared, voice chillingly low.

“Assaulting seems like we’re playing their game, too,” Governor Zen argued. “No matter how skilled our spellcasters are—”

“Spellcasters believe they’re the only ones suited to use spirits. In most cases, I wouldn’t argue the point.” He looked at Argrave. “But the dwarves have their ways. I’ve experienced that firsthand.”

Argrave’s eyes widened. “You want to empower warriors with spirits?”

“Mmm.” Galamon nodded, then planted his finger atop the Palace of Heaven on the map. “Small squad. Veidimen, maybe Orion, too. I’ve never considered it because it’s wasteful. But here… could be useful. We’d be strong enough to break steel with our fingers alone.”

“Could be the edge we need,” Elenore nodded, impressed. “How does this work, exactly?”

“Don’t know how, but I know what it does. When I returned to Veiden to help Dras, there was an ice wraith. Tough creatures. Rowe was occupied with another matter, and two other S-rank spellcasters couldn’t hunt it.” Galamon closed his eyes, recalling things. “Went underground, trying to set traps in its lair. Met a dwarf. Anestis. Showed me a strange construction—we have some.”

“The dwarven spirit collectors,” Argrave filled in for him.

“Right,” Galamon nodded. “Dwarves aren’t magically talented, by and large, but they learned how to implant spirits into the flesh. Bestows incredible strength—surpassing Orion’s, even. I broke down a giant wall with nothing but my own body.”

“It also generally kills those who consume as many spirits as you did.” Argrave looked at him. “Did you forget that detail? Did you forget that you of all people were rendered bedridden after using it? You can take arrows to the chest and be fine by nightfall, but doing that knocked you out cold for days. You nearly died.”

Galamon straightened, standing to his imposing height. “Veid is with us. Her presence blesses us all with indefatigability and total unity in battle.”

“Does that mean they won’t die?” Argrave asked.

Galamon shook his head. “It’s doubtful. But the Veidimen are warriors, and this is war.”

“Fair enough,” Argrave conceded with a shake of his head. “But that doesn’t change the fact that Erlebnis is still there.”

“And powerful gods have thrown themselves against the walls of the palace before.” Zen scrutinized the table closely. “No matter how powerful they were… fist and metal, bows and arrows, wind and sand, and still it stands.”

Galamon stared at the painting of the Palace of Heaven, not even deigning to look up as he declared, “They were not Veidimen.”

***

Baiting Sataistador wasn’t something that they could rush, but Argrave felt they had a very solid start to it. Whatever requests or alterations Zen brought, they’d be able to view that through the lens of the god of war influencing the words of the governor. Still, they had a solid foundation; a juicy bait, as it were. They were dividing their armies in two. The words ‘divide and conquer’ were famous for a reason. Argrave hoped Sataistador agreed.

But now, it was time for them to confront the second matter on today’s agenda. The meeting with Traugott. The location he’d requested was incredibly strange. It was a crematorium. But the crematoriums of the Great Chu were different than the one Argrave remembered, from back home.


Chapter 45

“It’s safe,” the Alchemist declared. A bird landed on his huge finger. His druidic bond had scouted the whole of the crematorium. “Nevertheless, watch the shadows.”

Argrave descended down into the crematorium, shadowed by Anneliese and Galamon. The Alchemist was the last to follow, ducking low and compressing his body to avoid the low-lying roof. They weren’t the only ones present, however; nearly all of Argrave’s most potent forces had been brought to bear, but remained outside. If Traugott was within, he wasn’t going to escape.

Once inside… Argrave smelled blood. The scent was thick enough to be nauseating. He looked to the Alchemist. “You’re sure we’re safe?”

“Only the dead within, along with some animals. I saw nothing mortal,” the Alchemist confirmed, then cast a spell to light the way.

Argrave considered having Anneliese perform another scouting journey. Ultimately, he left the matter to the Alchemist’s discretion, yet kept in mind that terrible scent as he proceeded. Looking right and left, there were large pits of ash covered by glass in recesses along the pathway. Flowers, jewels, and gemstones had been placed atop the translucent covering. Each of the pits had a plaque next to them. Entire families were buried here, joining their ancestors in death. The people of the Great Chu believed the dead could get lost without their ancestors to guide them to the heavens—as it was in life, so it was in death; one’s parents taught the way of the world.

Some of these pits, however, had been opened. Ash—and fresh ash, which was apparent just by looking at it—overflowed out of many. There were small puddles of blood dotted all along, and Argrave saw crematory pits that had been used not too long ago. When they finally came to the central room, Argrave began to make sense of where the thick smell of blood came from.

There was a large pit in the center, with an iron grate instead of glass like all the others. The plaque before it was giant, and told that those cremated here were those without a family that still deserved the guidance of the dead. Now, however, it was a muddy slush of ash and blood that made Argrave’s stomach uneasy. It wasn’t immediately apparent where all of this blood had come from.

Argrave rubbed at his nose, then said angrily, “We should turn back, stop indulging this fucking psycho. I don’t want to play these mind games. Nothing he can say can be worth enduring this.”

“I’ll proceed alone, then. I have some questions.” The Alchemist stepped onto the grate, looking back as if daring Argrave to comply with what he’d said.

Argrave was sorely tempted to turn around and leave. But ultimately, the Alchemist’s insistence and his own desire to put an end to whoever would do something like this spurred him forward.

As they continued onward into the next pathway, it became evident where all of the blood had come from. Body parts lined the shelves and dotted the floors. They were each and all incredibly similar to one another, almost repeating infinitely. Though he had an inkling of whose they might be, he soon had confirmation when he saw the Good King Norman’s head on a shelf, red eyes staring forward lifelessly. No one had the gall to speak in this place. Even the Alchemist seemed silenced by this horror show, but no words needed to be exchanged. They all knew.

This place, without a doubt, was Traugott’s workshop.

For the first few rows of burial chambers, blood overflowed from within the ash pits, making a grotesque mire of red and gray… but before long viscera was everywhere, soaking the walls and floors without any restraint. Argrave could picture what happened in his head—at the front of the crematorium, Traugott had at first diligently disposed of his experiments with fire. But as he continued on, he grew frustrated and lazy. He cast away the excess from his twisted projects haphazardly, in pursuit of an answer—what the question was, Argrave didn’t know.

Argrave didn’t need to ask where the bastard was getting the body parts from. He suspected if Elenore looked into things, she’d find countless vanished persons around the perimeter. These people, what with the war going on… they’d never stood a chance against the former Magister of the Gray Owl. He must’ve killed hundreds, maybe thousands. All slipped beneath the cracks, squeezed between two sides. Another consequence of war.

But as they made it deeper, the excessive gore ceased. Decay replaced it. Traugott appeared to have a breakthrough at some point. Intact forms lined the floor, packing the place like a warehouse of life-size puppets. Good King Norman, whole of body, repeated what felt like infinitely. Their dead red eyes stared at the ceiling, at the walls, at the floors. Some were skinny or fat. Some were muscled or flat. Some gaunt, some tall, some short, some black, some hunchbacked… but each and all variations of the base template. Black of hair, red of eye… these people had been born, then died, in the image of Sophia’s father.

Argrave tried to imagine that Norman himself had experienced each of these lives. That was the easiest way to press on, amidst the misery of it all. When they came to a dead end, Argrave felt some rising despair—had they been called here, toyed with, without a reason?”

“Roh! Rogh roh!”

Argrave whipped his head to the side. One of the Norman’s was buried beneath bodies, alive… and barking, like a dog.

“You told me nothing was here,” Argrave looked at the Alchemist. “Good lord…”

“I mistook it for an animal,” the Alchemist defended.

“Because it possesses an animal’s soul.” Anneliese kneeled, looking around. “I’ve seen nothing of Traugott.”

The barking stopped, and Argrave looked back at the thing. It had been acting like an animal moments before, yet now… he saw cunning in those red eyes, and it looked around, surveying the situation.

“I see you came! Wonderful,” the dog-Norman said, and Argrave took a step back.

“Druidic… magic?” Anneliese’s eyes widened with recognition as she stepped back with him, clenching her hand around her staff. “That’s…!”

Galamon drew his one dagger, stepping between the creature and Argrave.

“Yes, druidic magic. A clever trick, giving this shell the soul of an animal… but I shouldn’t brag. You figured it out rather quickly.”

Anneliese looked shaken—it must’ve bothered her, to see her people’s magic be used for something not so dissimilar from necromancy.

“I didn’t know when you would come,” the man explained, pushing the bodies atop him aside. “Or rather, if you would come. It was a far-fetched plan, but I knew you couldn’t ignore the sight of this man. You have a history with Norman. I’ve come to know the man better than you do, I should think. His daughter, Sophia… his son, Griffin. You seemed to dislike him, so you should know Norman’s soul has existed in a state of abject agony for a long, long while… and I don’t think that’ll stop anytime soon. You’re welcome, if it pleases you.”

“Traugott.” Argrave took a deep breath, almost gagging at the scent of blood and the voice of this person. The words of Traugott, but the voice of Norman… he didn’t know what could be worse.

“We’ve never had the chance to speak properly. I’ve always regretted that—I find you rather admirable, Argrave. And the same to you, Anneliese.” Traugott, wearing Norman’s shell, rose to his full height. “So admirable, in fact, that I decided to ask you something, before I asked Erlebnis. I have no love for the god of knowledge, but we did do good work together. I suspect it was the same for you, no?”

“Erlebnis was the one that helped you get that shell on the opera stage.” Argrave tried to take things in stride, but he couldn’t deny he was shaken. “Glad to see that confirmed.”

“Of course,” Traugott nodded. “I used him for what he was good for, and now I intend on casting him aside. Just like you, no? He blessed you, then you cast him aside.”

“How will you cast him aside?” Anneliese pressed, her grip on her staff firm as ever.

“All in due time. But I do have to ask—have you reconsidered lending me Sophia? I would give her right back—I promise,” Traugott held his hands out, almost begging.

Argrave didn’t play his games—he felt the need to lay out the facts. “You’re going to die, Traugott. And soon.”

“Ah.” Traugott closed shut his hands. “Everyone does eventually. Or do they? I see an argument to the contrary.” He looked at the Alchemist. “Well—I had enough of a sample size to guess your response. Nevertheless, to borrow your words… glad to see it confirmed. And I’m glad to see you didn’t try and trick me. Erlebnis said you were tricky, crafty. I’ve always had a hard time with such people. Deception, jokes—they go right over my head.”

“Why are you here?” Argrave asked.

Argrave hoped desperately that Anneliese or the Alchemist might track where the druidic bond linked to while they talked. He wasn’t expecting something worthwhile from this conversation.

“You want to get into the Palace of Heaven, don’t you?” Traugott waved his finger. “I can see that twinkle in your eye, indeed… well, alright. I’m lying. I can’t see any twinkle, but Erlebnis knows you want to go there, and he told me. And may I just say…” Traugott tapped Norman’s chest. “I’m the one that helped them in. I’m the reason the Qircassian Coalition took that fortress. And… for my own benefit, you see… I kept a way in. I can give that way in to you.”

“Do you think we’d ever trust you? You’re a walking contradiction that serves only yourself,” Galamon chided.

“That’s true,” Traugott nodded without protest. “Objectively speaking, it just is. That’s why I was considering… something of a trade, shall we say. A mutually beneficial arrangement. I tell you the secrets you need, you tell me the secrets I need. Win-win. And to entice you, I’ll say this—this hidden path, it doesn’t relate to the Shadowlands at all. And you can verify it works long before you use it.”

“It sounds like a trap,” Argrave said. “Sounds like something we’d have to be stupid to even consider.”

“Come on. I’ve never attacked you. I like you, all of you—why would I want to kill you? I don’t hold grudges for the past. You’re far too interesting, too unique.”

Argrave looked around. “You certainly killed enough people to make these monstrosities.”

“They weren’t worth much. They wouldn’t have died if they were.” Traugott shrugged. “You can always make more people. A set of functioning genitalia, some willpower, and you’ll have new people in a matter of months. Only a select few—like present company—are impossible to replace. But before you say anything more, I’ll just say what I want. You’ve got it, Argrave. It’s on you, right now. And it’s on him, too.” Traugott pointed at the Alchemist. “I need an Undying Soul. I’m not asking for either of yours—heavens, no. All I need to know is where I might find one. A lich. A human. Anyone, so long as their soul never dies.” Traugott spread his arms out wide and smiled. Argrave felt a chill, seeing Good King Norman’s face grin again.

“You give me a location… I give you a way to breach the Palace of Heaven. Mutual benefit.”


Chapter 46

Elenore spoke in Argrave’s mind, yet Galamon spoke aloud at the same time.

Elenore conveyed, “Anneliese suggests you tell him. Then, you can trap Traugott when he comes for the Undying Soul in question.”

Galamon said to Traugott, “We have no need for your tricks. The Veidimen are more than a match for this Palace of Heaven. We have no fear of death.”

Argrave reeled from the two voices with opposite suggestions, but stared at the shell of Norman bound by druidic magic without saying a word.

Traugott rebutted, “Many have tried to take the Palace of Heaven before. Hordes of divine servants, without free will enough to fear death, have fallen—and you think allegedly fearless mortals stand a better chance? Fortunately for me, I’m not offering this to you. You may be a rather unique specimen, Galamon, having abandoned vampirism… but you lack the certain insight that makes Argrave such an interesting conversational partner.”

Galamon looked ready to lash out, but the Alchemist placed one of his huge hands on the snow elf’s shoulder.

“Why in the world do you want an Undying Soul?” Argrave asked.

“There are few things more interesting in the natural world. Souls that can persist forever—that can move from body to body, or become eternal ghosts with power beyond imagination… it would have tremendous uses for me. You’ve seen what I’ve been working on, I trust? It would be quite interesting to create the perfect specimen.”

Argrave hesitated to bring up his own use of his Undying Soul. The Alchemist conjectured it was a large part of the reason that he was able to come here, to this realm—to the world of Heroes of Berendar. And furthermore, it was the crux of their plan with Sophia. Theoretically, only with his Undying Soul and her ability of creation could they transfer his physical form to where Gerechtigkeit’s true essence rested.

The idea of giving something that had such a capability to Traugott was frightening, especially when he toyed with a fragment of Sophia’s power.

Elenore’s voice cut into his thoughts. “Refusing to tell him doesn’t mean that he won’t learn. He’s said that he chose to come to you before Erlebnis, meaning his next conversation would likely be with Erlebnis, who would give him a target that we couldn’t possibly know. Who knows—perhaps Erlebnis has an Undying Soul of his own, tucked away in storage. Either way, if we don’t tell him… it’s pointless.”

“What if he’s just bluffing? He’s using a druidic bond, not his actual body—Anneliese’s empathy won’t work. He could get the keys to the kingdom if we’re incautious.”

“Which would you prefer to bet on—that Traugott managed to infiltrate the opera house without Erlebnis’ help, or that he’s bluffing? He may be clever, but he lacks the connections in the Great Chu to pull something like that off alone.”

Elenore’s cold reason cut away Argrave’s doubt. He conveyed to her, “Inform Galamon why. He’s a little uneasy with this.”

“Alright.” Argrave nodded, shifting on his feet. “I can give you a location.”

“Oooh,” Traugott said excitedly. “That greatly eliminates complications. Tell me, then. I’m all ears.”

“How can I trust you won’t just leave once I do?” Argrave narrowed his eyes.

“Because it’s in my best interest for you to assault the Palace of Heaven. I made some… agreements with Erlebnis. I generally like to keep agreements I make, unless they inconvenience me—like the ones I made with him. I’m supposed to get him some things, perform some actions. But if he’s dead, he won’t have hands to receive, nor thoughts enough to comprehend my actions. That would be ideal for me. Even beyond that, I don’t intend on seeking out this Undying Soul until you’re in the middle of assaulting the fortress.”

“Why would you…?” Anneliese’s brows furrowed in contemplation, then relaxed as an uneasy revelation came to her. “No. I understand.”

“Yes, you should. I’m not naïve,” Traugott continued in a low tone. “I see the people you brought today—both the ones within my little workshop, and those without it. I understand what you intended for me. It stands to reason you’re going to try and kill me when I come for this soul. Very dastardly… not that I wouldn’t do the same in your shoes.” Traugott shook his head. “I won’t seek out the Undying Soul until you’re in the middle of assaulting the Palace of Heaven. You can’t afford to stretch your forces thin. They’d be too thin to catch me, and too thin to take the fortress. So… the calculus of power demands you choose to let me slip by.”

“You can see our people? So, you’re nearby,” Argrave deduced.

“Hmm.” Traugott smiled broadly. “I can’t say.”

Argrave considered Traugott’s implication. It was true that they’d need to bring all of their forces to bear to take the Palace of Heaven. But for Traugott… ostensibly, Anneliese alone would be sufficient. Yet the notion of allowing Traugott and Anneliese to clash while they assaulted the Palace of Heaven was frightening. Not only was Anneliese vital for Argrave’s main forces, Traugott was willing and able to mastermind all kinds of devious traps. He trusted Anneliese’s ability, but sending her alone was simply intolerable to him, logically and emotionally.

“Let me think,” Argrave held up his hand.

“As you wish.” Traugott folded his hands politely.

“He’s uncomfortably clever,” he told Elenore, then explained Traugott’s gambit to her. When he was finished, he concluded, “I don’t see a way to get ahead of him. He’s right. We can’t afford to chase after him while we’re assaulting the Palace of Heaven. Anneliese is our trump card against him, and she’s necessary here. Vital.”

“…he’s thought of all angles,” Elenore agreed after a while. “It still holds true that he’ll find out one way or another. Maybe…” she went silent for nearly a minute, then returned with a quiet voice. “Maybe we can call upon some reserve troops. A veteran, who’s been similarly clever.”

“Who?” Argrave questioned.

When she said the name, Argrave’s eyes lit up. Furthermore, various names of Undying Souls that he might offer to Traugott faded away, leaving him with only one offering. He turned around to look at Norman’s shell.

“Alright. I’ll give you what you want, you give me what I want,” he promised.

Traugott looked around until he spotted some paper, then picked it up. He grabbed a charcoal bar and began to write. “I’ll write it down for you,” he said, pausing to explain further. “A small portion of it. Then, after… I’ll give you the whole paper.” He continued to write, and Argrave waited with his arms crossed. After a time, Traugott ripped the paper in half, then handed it to Argrave.

Argrave looked between him and the paper—the man had already given them everything they needed by writing it down. If they just took it from him, now… but Elenore’s words rung true. Traugott was likely going to learn one way or another. He was resourceful, if anything.

“It’s in the Burnt Desert,” Argrave explained. “You can find a grand palace deep in the earth below Carlandian—it’s a coastal city on the eastern desert. You have to go into the town’s drained oasis to reach it. Though… since Durran’s killed the Vessels of Fellhorn in the region, perhaps that oasis isn’t drained anymore. In which case, you’ll have to swim down.”

“Is it a lich?” Traugott asked, tilting his head. “It must be, if it resides in such a place—an underground palace.”

“Yes. It’s his lair, his home. He used to be a southron elf, back when they were a meaningful force. Now… well, once you become a lich, you lose those distinctions. With Gerechtigkeit coming, he’s on the verge of insanity. The place is trapped, and crumbling.” Argrave held out his hand. “Now… your end of the bargain?”

“Of course.” Traugott smiled in Norman’s shell, then held out the paper. Argrave at once opened it to make sure that it wasn’t nonsense. Surprisingly, it wasn’t. Traugott had been honest. They’d need to verify his point of vulnerability to be sure he was entirely so.

“What now?” Argrave said.

“Now… I eagerly look forward to your attempt to take the Palace of Heaven.” Traugott offered Norman’s hand, as if to shake on the deal. Argrave stared at it contemptuously. Traugott retracted the hand. “Very well. Farewell, Argrave. And good luck.”

Norman’s shell closed its eyes… and the animal soul within it awoke, barking and backing away from them. Galamon lashed out, crushing the abomination’s neck. It crumpled to the ground, joining the dozens of other corpses.

“Is he gone?” Argrave looked at the Alchemist and Anneliese both. “For sure, this time.”

“Gone.” The Alchemist nodded. Anneliese agreed. “I was unable to trace him.”

“Was that wise, agreeing?” Galamon questioned.

“Not sure there was a wise answer. Then again, that’s what someone without wisdom would say.” Argrave looked around. “Let’s… let’s take care of this place. Then, we take care of this new problem. There’s someone we have to speak to. Galamon—can you look into this, decide if it’s worth the risk?”

“Of course.” Galamon took the paper. “I’ll scrutinize it better than anyone.”

***

Argrave looked at a long, long row of ballistae. Then, he turned his head to the right. There, the black-haired, red-eyed Dario sat, looking up at Argrave almost as if he were a pest. Even still, this man who’d sabotaged their progress with the Heralds to such a degree remained unhealed, bound to crutches and afflicted with wobbly limbs.

“I don’t think we’ll ever be able to use all of these, even. You’re making them faster than we can make the batteries for them.” Argrave scratched his cheek, some embarrassment at this fact.

“Batteries?” Dario narrowed his eyes.

“The cores,” Argrave rephrased. “I do appreciate your good work. But I’m here about something else.”

“What?”

“Traugott,” Argrave said.

Dario scoffed. “Him?”

“He’s discovered how to imitate Sophia’s ability.” Argrave laid out the facts plainly, hoping it might ignite Dario’s vigilantism.

“No doubt thanks to you, largely,” Dario rebutted… but Argrave didn’t miss a twitch of unease in the man’s face.

“I’d like you to try and kill him when he tries to infiltrate somewhere,” Argrave continued.

Dario shook his head. “Would love to. My body is jelly, though. Even if I could get my metal frame working again without the Heralds’ power, I can’t even run without breaking something.”

“What if Sophia could change that?” Argrave kneeled down. “She’s gotten rather adroit at healing people. Severed limbs, broken minds… your bendy appendages aren’t such a big step up. Even more than that, what if you had a huge area to prepare for his coming? A palace, with plenty of nooks and crannies… and a scary lich at the center of it all, who’s trapped the place to hell and back.”

Dario stared at Argrave, then shook his head. “You don’t trust me enough for that. And I don’t want to be bound by the White Planes, or any other entity.”

“Don’t I trust you?” Argrave met his gaze. “You said it yourself. If Traugott could decide the fate of the world, that’s the scariest proposition. And you could end him, forever. Even without the Heralds washing your brain, you still have to believe that.”

Dario’s lip twitched. “Even if I could walk…”

Argrave nodded. “You will.”

“Traugott… won’t be easy, alone.” Dario scratched his forehead. “The one that caught me…”

“Melanie?” Argrave raised his brows.

“She helps… it could be doable.” Dario nodded.

Argrave tapped his shoulder gently. “Then let’s do it.”

“Now?” Dario looked at Argrave as he rose.

“Yeah, of course,” Argrave nodded as if it was obvious, making for the door. “I’ve got a schedule.”


Chapter 47

Argrave stood before a door, taking a deep breath to prepare himself. Then, he swung it wide quickly. In the room, a tall, blonde-haired woman stood at attention while a young girl with black hair, dressed in green, waited… a young girl by the name of Sophia.

She turned her head at the sudden noise, then jumped off her chair. “Argrave!”

His heart was warmed beyond compare as the young girl ran across the room, and he kneeled down to catch her in his arms. He picked her up, beckoning Anneliese to join him in this reunion.

It had been some time since Argrave spoke with Sophia. It wasn’t for lack of trying; it was because of child labor. In the Vasquer family, even seven-year-olds were forced to work. Then again, the child yearned for the burden of employment. Generally, this was where the reasonable adults stepped in and set boundaries—working was for adults, not seven-year-olds. Perhaps Argrave and Anneliese weren’t such model parents after all.

But their child labor program had been remarkably successful. They had assigned some trusted Veidimen guards to her, assigned Vasilisa of Quadreign—whose A-rank ascension was uniquely suited to a role as a bodyguard—and then sent her off to the wider world to heal those who couldn’t be healed by ordinary means. Elenore had been keeping tabs on the girl, and she had earned something of a reputation around the nation.

A girl with the ability to restore limbs, sight, and bring the broken-minded back to their full spirits… it was a tale that aroused hope in these dark times. Since Gerechtigkeit spurred the undead of the Order of the Rose and the golems of the depths to attack passersby, there hadn’t been much hope to go around. Miracles seemed few and far between, yet Sophia… she was a miracle. And even given attempts to conceal her identity, some people did link Sophia back to Argrave, indirectly.

“I missed you this much!” Sophia spread her arms wide.

Argrave smiled, then held her with one arm. “I missed you more. From the floor, to here.” He held out his free arm as high as he could reach up.

Sophia thought for a moment, then her red eyes brightened with some mischievous competitiveness. “I missed you all the way… all the way to the moon and back!”

Argrave laughed. “Alright. You’ve got me beat, Sophia. But you don’t have to miss anymore, because I’m here. Let’s talk.”

***

Anneliese, Argrave, and Sophia spent a brief afternoon discussing about where they’d been—a long preamble to the matter with Dario. They couldn’t well tell her the truth of the gruesome war, but they told her enough to satiate her curiosity. She, in turn, told them all kinds of tales about the people that she’d been helping—about how rewarding it was to restore people back to themselves, about the people that she’d met, about the stories that they’d had, and even some anecdotes about ‘Miss Vass.’

It was bittersweet. Sophia shouldn’t have to grow up this fast, but the time for regrets or introspection had long passed. She already had grown beyond compare, flourishing under the loose guidance of Anneliese, Argrave, Elenore, and now even Vasilisa. The drunkard Magister had set aside alcohol in her duties—yet another positive influence from the girl. Perhaps there was something to be said for filling Sophia’s early life with such vibrant, intense memories. Perhaps these experiences would prove intense enough to wash away some of what her father had done to her.

Even if it was unusual, wrong, perhaps even cruel… Argrave had to admit, they didn’t have much choice. This was the most positive way for Sophia to explore and refine her abilities. The alternative was the Alchemist’s dogmatic insistence. If their plan was to come together, they needed her to act well beyond her years. Perhaps when this was all said and done, they could put it all aside and treat her as she deserved… but for now, they had responsibilities to more than her alone.

In time, they steered the conversation to Dario. Sophia, ever the angel, was more than willing to help him. They took extra precautions introducing the two—Dario was knocked unconscious by a powerful brew, and they only allowed Sophia to see him when he was completely in the dreamworld. Argrave saw the young girl work with remarkable efficiency, identifying Dario’s problem, then simply… creating a solution from nothing at all.

His limbs, lacking the definition from strong bones, looked like noodles before Sophia’s work. But as she kneaded, willed, thought, he saw arms take shape, bones gain structure, joints restore to what they had been. He saw cracked, battered skin come back together, saw the broken, burnt face grow smooth. He saw all that the Heralds had stripped from Dario returned to him in moments. Dario had tried desperately to keep her bound in that eternal hell, yet now she brought him back to life. There was a certain irony in that.

When Dario next awoke, Argrave was sitting in a chair near him.

“How do you feel?” Argrave asked.

“…a little hollow,” Dario answered. “Is it… is it done? I mean…”

Argrave grabbed a wooden knife and tossed it at Dario. The man flinched and reacted quickly, catching it by its handle in a panic. When he comprehended it was a toy, he exhaled deeply and tossed the thing to the ground.

“Seems like you’ve still got some of that edge you had.” Argrave smiled wickedly.

“…that hurt,” Dario complained, caressing a sore part of his arm. He was stunned into silence as he noticed his skin rejuvenated, his arms normal and functional.

“But you didn’t break anything, did you?” He rose to his feet. “Best hope not. We’ve too many things in motion.”

Dario leaned back into his bed, staring up at the ceiling. Argrave walked to the door and knocked it twice, then Melanie opened the door.

“She’ll explain things,” Argrave said. “Me… much as I’d like to stay, things are moving fast. The Qircassian Coalition won’t rest on their own, so I’m going to give them a rest. Remember this gift I’ve given you rather well, Dario. Traugott needs to die.”

Melanie patted Argrave’s shoulder and promised, “I’ll teach the ugly, wretched bastard a lesson he’ll never forget. I’ll teach him just how useless he is. After that, we’ll deal with Traugott.”

Argrave smiled at her joke, gave her a serious nod, then left the room. He shut the door behind him, leaving Melanie and Dario alone.

“Heard you asked for me.” Melanie walked up to his bedside.

“You caught me. Stuck in my mind,” Dario admitted.

Melanie surveyed him. “You still look absolutely terrible. Suppose that’s just how you look. Even the wonderchild can’t fix bad genes, it seems. Or the heat from the forge warped your face, maybe.”

“Maybe,” Dario agreed, closing his eyes tiredly.

“Still… told you it’d work out,” Melanie leaned up against the wall. “Pay your dues, bend the knee… the king won’t let you down. Mostly.” She crossed her arms. “Now, we just have to make sure we meet his expectations.”

Dario lifted his head. “Traugott dies, or I do. I won’t allow him to—"

“Take it easy, master martyr. You just got done crying about how dying is hard—don’t go making another death vow. You suck at keeping those.” She walked up and tipped the bed lightly, forcing Dario to get up lest he fall out of it. “Now, move those feet. Long week ahead of us.”

After staggering off the bed, Dario sighed deeply, standing and stretching. “Right. Long week.”

“Yeah, yeah, woe is you, the burden of the world is on your shoulders…” Melanie walked to the door, then looked back and smiled wide. “Come on, master martyr. Let’s go.”

Dario looked at his limbs, returned to form… then looked at Melanie, still smiling. He watched for a moment, then followed.

***

Argrave saw the brilliance of the Great Chu’s bureaucracy manifest as the whole of a country worked to get the gang together to go storm a fortress. The process was further spurred by urgency—the sky tower continued to bombard all settlements across the continent, and while its people had settled into an uneasy acceptance of bombings, the fact remained that all its people would like it to simply go away.

Armies travelled across the canals en masse, repairing any damage along the way with extreme professionalism. Governor Zen and Emperor Ji Meng worked in tandem to shepherd the powerful from every corner of the continent to its center. Though neither governor nor emperor liked one another, they were nigh unstoppable working together.

Given the narrow paths leading to the Palace of Heaven, they couldn’t exactly lob troops on the great fortress, but they did amass a staggering amount of powerful people. In days, they had enough S-rank spellcasters in their rank for them to be considered an army unto themselves. The remainder of the troops were sent north, to abate the threat caused by barbarians poking into the border at Erlebnis’ behest.

In the meanwhile, Argrave conferred with his divine allies. Fortunately, it was rather easy to bring up his suspicions about Zen’s association with Sataistador organically. Each and all of the gods thought that the god of war was being unusually quiet, and the evidence presented was strong enough that they agreed to follow Argrave’s recommendations. From the beginning the gods’ primary purpose had been to separate the arenas of the mortal and divine, so dividing their troops in this final assault wasn’t such a major issue.

Still… they kept knowledge of Traugott’s little secret to themselves. Galamon had scrutinized the vulnerability he’d given them with druidic scouts of his people. Countless birds gave their life scouting the mountain—the Stormfield came alive with the presence of birds alone—but in so doing, they did spot and confirm an opening, precisely where Traugott claimed it would be. Questions still hung in the air; questions mainly posed by Galamon, who brought up good points about Traugott’s character and the potential of a trap. At the same time, Argrave was hesitant to write it off, relying instead on Veidimen consigning themselves to death.

Sataistador’s gambit, whatever it was, seemed still far out of reach as the days ticked down toward the inevitable assault of the Palace of Heaven. That was, until the governor made a very unusual request.

“I’d like to stand on the front lines with you.” Governor Zen stood tall and proud as he requested this.

“The front lines?” Argrave repeated. “From how you made it sound, your A-rank ascension specializes in something non-combative—creating arrays like the Stormfield and the divine-warding array beneath the imperial palace.”

“I can’t make one, but even still, who better than me to deal with the Stormfield should we reach it?” Zen held his hands out. “And what if I told you that I could help you combat Erlebnis? What if I told you that I could restrain him, and help gain control over the battlefield, as we fought, using my divine-warding arrays?”

Argrave looked to Anneliese, standing at his side—the same sort of revelation seemed to be going through her head as his. A trap for Erlebnis, yes… yet at the same time, a trap for all the others. If Zen  was walking about, placing those arrays everywhere… it would appear that Sataistador was greedy as could be. He was only less greedy than perhaps Argrave himself.

“Tell me all the details,” Argrave insisted. “Leave nothing out. The battle’s coming soon. A grand orchestra, so many instruments working in tandem for the song that begins the cycle of judgment in earnest. I have to make sure each and every player has tuned up.”


Chapter 48

Dario had stared down death before. She had a much uglier visage than anticipated—too much to bear without flinching from it, and so he strayed from her kiss. Now he was mentally prepared for that homely face, and if it should come time to stare her down again, he was certain he wouldn’t flinch away this time. If he did, death might grow offended and decide to claim him regardless. She was clingy, and didn’t like being refused.

Traugott. The Heralds, as they were apparently called, had shown him countless visions of the former Magister who’d mastered walking into the Shadowlands. There was something special about that land, something that differentiated itself from this realm or the countless others beyond it. Traugott had mastered walking into and out of it at will, and had even managed to overcome the ferocity of the denizens within. It wouldn’t be easy to kill him. After all, if one shines light, shadows aren’t banished—they merely move.

“We came all this way for a bunch of spheres?” Melanie asked, drawing him from his haze.

Dario looked back from the box full of orbs just before him. “Not spheres. Cores. They powered the golems that traversed the lava. They’re empty, but Elenore gave me permission to power them with spirits.”

Melanie nodded understandingly, but furrowed her brows after she thought deeper. “Not sure if hunks of metal have the agility to catch the shadows. And you don’t have golems, do you?”

“No.” Dario sifted through them, picking one up. “I intend to ignite them.”

“Good god…” Melanie sighed. “Argrave mentioned something about them exploding. Is that what you mean? He didn’t clock you for a terrorist.” She caressed her forehead than asked, “Bombs? Against a spellcaster? Sounds like we’re asking to be buried and forgotten.”

“Powered with spirits, one of these could heavily wound a Shadowlander.” Dario looked back and tossed one, and though it was unpowered, Melanie’s face still flashed with caution after his bold statement and she caught it delicately. “One of Traugott’s wards might block it, provided he was far enough away...”

“Yet you’re still bringing them,” Melanie criticized, hefting the thing in hand.

“I said ‘one.’” He looked back. “We have more than one.”

The former mercenary’s mind worked, calculating the possible outcomes of her mission with a would-be martyr whose first instinct was to retrieve a huge load of bombs. She couldn’t say she had many points of reference to draw upon—only this lunk, and he had a poor track record.

“Set a few off near him, he’s red mist and bone meal. Ignite it, throw it into the Shadowlands… won’t even be gore, just a forgotten man and a rapidly-closing portal. If I touch him, if he comes close enough for me to grab… no matter what’s between us, I’ll end him.”

Dario stuffed some cores into the pockets of his clothes. They’d likely remain there, keeping an explosive finish to any fight as a ready option. Pushing a button, turning a knob—a lot easier than succumbing to a slow death. He wouldn’t even have time to feel the pain before it was all wiped away, along with a few stories of whatever building they found themselves in. And hopefully, Traugott himself.

“How the hell did you live this long, even? Your first solution’s always killing yourself.” Melanie tossed the core back in the box, and the metal clattered noisily. “Ever heard of throwing things? It’s worked for me.”

“Don’t want to die. Historically, things trend toward that, though. We’ll see how the dice land.” Dario put the lid on the box, then picked it up.

“They’ll land far the hell away from me, I hope,” Melanie muttered under her breath.

***

Argrave stood at the head of an army. This wasn’t a place he enjoyed being, especially. It meant one of two things—he was facing one, or leading one. Either choice resulted in him being the first to clash against enemy forces. Verbal spars appealed to him much more than real ones… but as time had proven, there weren’t many other options at times. There’d be time enough for talking when the war was won.

His company bolstered him, somewhat. They weren’t good conversationalists. Indeed, if he hoped for dialogue, he’d need to crane his neck; they were twenty feet tall. He doubted that they would respond overmuch if he tried, but where they suffered in social graces they made up for in pure power. Wearing shiny white-gold armor, wielding swords far taller than he was, and infused with a golden aura that permeated the air nearby… Law’s Justiciars were decidedly more assuring than even Argrave’s own royal guard.

Fifty Justiciars stood behind Argrave—countless more dotted the army of spellcasters further beyond, protecting and watching all the members of this army. And all above, like an aurora borealis weaved of golden mist, was the god of justice himself. Law was the only deity that would be joining them here, while the rest would stand with Galamon and Veid in the south. Law’s decrees would empower the northern army just as his physical form battled whatever enemies Kirel Qircassia was sure to send down, while the rest of the gods would fight alongside the southern army.

They stood before the jagged maw that was the northern passage to the Palace of Heaven. The great valley leading to the fortress was overshadowed only by the building itself. Circular, cold, sheer—many words described its sleek gray surface crowning the mountain, but Argrave thought of one above all. Efficiency. The imperial palace was all glitter and glamor, but the Palace of Heaven? It was the steel beneath the gold plating, the iron by which an empire of countless millennia had endured, the function to the form.

Elenore’s voice cut into his thoughts. “Galamon is ready. Whenever you are, the southern army will march.”

Argrave closed his eyes, nervousness welling up like boiling water through his guts. He rolled his shoulders and looked to Anneliese, standing by his side. Governor Zen, Orion, the Alchemist… he looked past them all, right into her eyes.

“Want to go hiking?” he asked her.

“Sure,” she answered, understanding what he asked despite the humorous way he asked it.

The others looked at him, confused.

“Alright. Let’s go, then. Let’s not forget the umbrella—it could rain.” He looked back, where the man who’d been designated to blow the horn waited, and gave the signal with his hands.

The hornblower, with one purpose in life, blew the horn. Argrave expected grand things—the man had been training his entire life for this moment. He raised it to his lips, filled those practiced, spacious lungs with air, and blew. It was an adequate blow. Perhaps the expectation made it seem lesser than it was.

As it sounded, Argrave told Elenore, “Start the march.”

With his command to her, Argrave began the long march toward heaven one step at a time. Law’s Justiciars walked ahead, folding around the leading cadre like a protective shell. Following shortly after was a great rumble as all the powers they’d gathered spurred into action. Thousands marched—thousands with great gluts of power, and countless empires worth of knowledge. They struck at heaven, striving for it as countless others before them… but would this time be different? Statistically speaking, the answer was no… but most gamblers quit just before they make it big.

As their feet moved from the loose dirt at the base of the mountain to the rough-hewn stone road curving and winding ahead of them, Argrave felt a shift in the air before he heard a noise in the sky. He didn’t stop the march, but his eyes danced upward. The enemy had a hornblower of their own, it would seem. Their horn was the sky tower, and the blower Kirel Qircassia. Exponentially larger than Argrave’s, it made a much more impressive noise.

Kirel Qircassia’s fortress of clouds—once bombarding the whole of the Great Chu—changed its target. Now, great balls of hellfire spouted into the air as a solid wave of fire, then descended downward toward the mountain as a firefall. The tower itself split open as the Qircassian Coalition finally reared its head in earnest. Deities of all stripes prepared to descend, prepared to defend the last barrier between them and the heavens. In the clouds, past all the movement, Argrave saw the barest hint of Qircassia’s body—scales as white as bone, and streaked with black. Just as the door opened, so did it close, and that hint of his presence was gone.

The sky tower was not the only thing coming to life. Beneath the earth, Argrave could feel magic coming to life, taking hold of the earth beneath them. The stone felt firmer, the air felt different. The cold steel efficiency of the Palace of Heaven was soon adorned by a glamor of its own. Arcane magics danced into the air, forming a crown above the circular stone fortress above them. The battlefield fixed into place, and the shield that had repelled gods and armies uncountable stood in their way.

People took their place on the battlements of the Palace of the Heaven. Upon first glance, they seemed to be soldiers like any other. But past the haze of chaos, one could see their misshapen forms, their monstrous figures. They were the emissaries of Erlebnis. Somewhere behind this mess of power, the ancient god of knowledge waited. His servants manned the battlements, and the deity himself commanded them, the tricks and guiles of millennia coming to bear for this final confrontation.

Erlebnis’ library, his servants… they were made of the flesh and blood of the fallen. He had engineered the Alchemist’s transformation into the Smiling Raven. He had provided the means for the ancient elven empire to fall. Countless other atrocities lost to history lined his plate, and he’d already attempted some in this millennia—trying to supplant the Bloodwoods, trying to completely destroy the Great Chu from within. Now, it was the Blackgard Union turn. They had survived his machinations, and dealt blows of their own in turn.

But if he were so easy to slay, he would’ve died countless cycles ago.


Chapter 49

The people of the Great Chu had come here today, spurred by the son of heaven, to once again beat back the gods—to once again prevent their nation from crumbling. Yet the battle before them proceeded like nothing else.

The endless fire of the sky tower began to rain down upon Grand Commandant Sun’s forces as they marched ever closer to heaven. The application of magic and the aid of divinity made them fire retardant, but the whole of the area was scorched. It was a deep, unending heat, seeping past lesser armors to pool around the skin and slowly burn it away. Their advance upward became harsher than that in any desert, and only those with heat-protected armor like Grand Commandant Sun or his wife were spared the misery.

After this torturous trek, they came to the first outpost—the first gate, protecting the path to the palace. The mountain had been bored through to make way for it. The building was sheer red, and with an angular crosspiece supporting the mountain above, it was a striking image that all born on this continent recognized from tales and stories. In the gates leading to the Palace of Heaven, countless heroes had made their legends sound around the world. 

And to all’s fear, manning it was one of these legends—one of the heroes that struck awe in all those of the Great Chu. Distinguished by his towering horn helm, all knew him as the Swallower of Sinners, an ancient commander of history who had once held this very gate against a million barbarian invaders. His gigantic bow, taller than the man himself, struck dread and reverence into the hearts and minds of those that came to take this fortress.

The Grand Commandant Sun informed them all he was a machination of Erlebnis—a replication of the great hero, reborn from the god of knowledge’s vast collection of history. Even they could see these figures were mimicries, gleaming like reddish mercury… yet the legends of old could not be banished so easily. Even a replica of a legend evoked the same primal fear.

Just as in the stories of old, the Swallower of Sinners caught an arrow aflame, and pointed it downward. He fired it not at the grand commandant, nor at the Justiciars protecting him… but at the ground, where pipes of oil led to barrels full of black powder. And just as had happened once before, the ground itself exploded with tremendous force as the oil carried the fire to all the traps beneath the earth. 

But the foreign conqueror, Sun, was unfazed by these legends. He barked an order, and his people dug into the earth. With spells, they poured gluts of water inside. And when the aflame oil attempted to ignite the black powder beneath their feet… the water had already soiled it, utterly. His people walked across the lake of fire, where the Swallower of Sinners waited to rebuff them.

The Swallower of Sinners was still a mighty and clever warrior, commanding a legendary retinue of archers. Great blasts of power bridged the gap in an attempt to break the spearhead of their army—to break Grand Commandant Sun, protected by Law’s Justiciars. Though a great man the Swallower was… a man he was all the same, and with a tactic tried and tested against foes of the past rather than those of today.

Red ghosts, born in Sun’s image, streaked across the battlefield to penetrate the fortress. They cast explosive magic, disrupting the Swallower of Sinner’s perfect formation. With an opening, great ballistae brought from the land overseas fired from the back, striking down those that manned the first gate. When they came to the giant red door that blocked their entry, the Justiciars reeled back and slammed against it. A great gong echoed down the mountain as the first of the metal doors swung open.

The first gate fell.

As they pressed onward to the second of the six gates, their foes of the Qircassian Coalition approached all behind them. Gods and monsters swarmed like water to flood out rats... yet unexpectedly, support came. Far behind the grand commandant’s marching army, a lone figure stepped out of the tall shadows cast by the mountain to confront the gods and their servants. Giants, demons, and gods standing one hundred feet tall sought the tail of Sun’s forces, disregarding this lone figure.

Only the prudent few that recognized the god of war, chaos, and ruthless destruction. And consequently, only a prudent few hung back, to live.

Sataistador pulled free two axes off his back, and threw them. They carved through the mighty, the vanguard, as though they were merely wheat before a scythe. Sataistador chased his thrown weapons, drawing and utilizing countless more as unimaginable glee flickered across his face. Blades, hammers, warpicks—he clashed with the tide of Kirel Qircassia’s coalition, eliminating any advantage their strategy might’ve offered. He was an army unto himself, and the countless weapons he bore moved as though they had a life of their own.

The grand commandant’s forces took ample advantage of this tailwind to make it to the second gate. There, yet another Great Chu hero awaited—Secret Listener. The last member of an assassin guild, he had created a regiment that had never fallen in all its days. And here, just as in legend, his warriors dwelled in hidden recesses throughout the mountain. They blended perfectly with the stone, casting out weapons lathered in poison and scattering dust that numbed the body.

The fear of the legends set in as people came to distrust the ground, the walls… but even despite their excessive caution, the Secret Listener’s men were simply too skilled to be spotted, too adroit to be struck. The closer they came to the gate, the more of their army fell to the hidden warriors of the Secret Listener.

Yet Law decreed that poison did not function, and so it was that their poisoned weapons became nothing more than metal. That legend eternal lost its luster in moments. When their poison failed, so too did they—great though they might be, they were men all the same, and magic fell upon them in droves, recklessly and carelessly. What use was hiding before the brute force of the Sun?

When Sun came to the vermillion gate, the Secret Listener himself descended upon their grand commandant. Yet their commander projected strange shadows of blood, then seemed to disappear—and when the scene settled, Sun stood with a blade of blood stabbed straight through the Secret Listener’s head.

The second gate fell, shoved open by Law’s Justiciars… and with it, another legend was broken.

Next came the third gate, and the Great Embracer. This hero had protected the third gate in millennia past with the fiercest of beasts—his pets, serpentine dragons. The men of the Great Chu feared for their life as these beasts of myth soared through the air, conjuring all the elements of the world to break them down… yet Law’s Justiciars shrugged away fire, ice, and lightning all, while the grand commandant’s red ghosts hounded the beasts of myths like falcons hunting snakes. Yet another legend fell before their army, and the fourth gate awaited.

So high up the mountain, the Stormfield finally made itself known. Where once there had been raging heat, now came icy cold—great maelstroms of ice slammed into them as they pressed onward, battering any who didn’t manage to defend themselves in time. Law’s Justiciars called upon the golden aura within their beings to create great shields that blocked the people, and on they pushed. Yet strangely, all the lightning curved toward the south—a single point in the south, where the other army pressed onward.

At the fourth gate, the replica of the Mistress of the Sky waited for them. The Stormfield was her domain. When ice, fire, or steam blew, she was one with it, flying through the air and descending upon the weakest link like a falcon plucking fish out of the water. She was as fearsome as all heroes before… yet strangely, the people of the Great Chu did not feel that same fear, that same hopelessness, as they had in the gates before. Something had changed in them.

Grand Commandant Sun’s wife, the white-haired elf, danced through the storm in pursuit of the Mistress of the Sky. She drew her icy blade, casting spell after spell in easy match for the mistress. For a time, it seemed hopeless to the warriors of the Great Chu—surely the Mistress would dance away, unharmed? Yet the Mistress of the Sky, ever the hunter, became the hunted. The elven woman from the icy lands proved more than a match for the Mistress of the Sky, impaling her upon the mountain with a lance of ice in a matter of minutes.

The Stormfield continued to batter, to wear, to chip… yet still they pushed to the fifth gate, growing ever closer to the fortress itself. The Long-Horned Bull stood in their path, out front the fortress. Standing ten feet tall, his strength was such that even gods had fallen before him. He bore a great crescent axe wrought from the skull of a dragon. The Bull had never lost, and in the end, old age was the only thing to claim him. Yet despite that, the people of the Great Chu felt that maybe—just maybe—Grand Commandant Sun would prove his equal.

Law’s Justiciars rushed forth to fight Long-Horned Bull. Their swords descended upon the freakish human in tandem… yet with a swing of his axe, Long-Horned Bull proved the validity of his legend, swatting them all away. The grand commandant stopped his march, and the people feared that this would be where they faltered. Yet Sun’s face was calm, and he conjured a bow of blood as the Justiciars fought.

The Justiciars clashed with Long-Horned Bull, and he proved their better. Their swords chipped against his axe, and their armor shattered beneath his blows. The grand commandant stood waiting all the while, the arrow on his bow humming with power unimaginable. After a minute, the bow let out an eerie howl, as if alive, and the sound echoed all around the mountain. Grand Commandant Sun released his bow…

And the Long-Horned Bull ceased to be.

Sun’s great eruption of bloody power slammed into the warrior of legend, immediately eviscerating him. It continued onward, striking the metal doors of the fifth gate. The iron groaned, wrenched from its hinges, and it blast forth with the arrow of blood. It revealed the path to the sixth, and final gate—the Palace of Heaven itself, standing in all its glory. There, that indomitable arrow carried on. Yet the moment it touched the wall, all of that power simply vanished.

The people of the Great Chu realized, then, that they had a new legend. There could be no disputing whose story would ring the loudest if he passed this sixth and final gate. Grand Commandant Sun stood strong and unshaking.

***

Argrave stood weakly, barely disguising his shaking. A stiff breeze might push him over. The guardian of the fifth gate had been an unimaginable monster, standing against dozens of Law’s Justiciars alone. It had taken an extreme amount of his black blood to power his [Bloodfeud Bow] sufficiently to kill that freak. This whole journey to the summit of this mountain had been hellish, filled with desperate struggles that forced Argrave to expend his blood echoes like they were toiler paper. One of these ancient heroes remade by Erlebnis had very nearly snuck up on him and killed him.

Only now could he finally see their objective—the Palace of Heaven, the sixth gate. That Sataistador lurked behind disquieted Argrave—he couldn’t predict what the god of war had planned, revealing himself so early. On the opposite side, Galamon had been enduring guardians of similar magnitudes, commanding gods, Veidimen, and the best of the Great Chu in their advance toward the summit. Now, there was a huge, flat plain of stone between them and the fortress.

They had been shielded from the worst of the Stormfield in the valley leading to this place, but once they stepped out there… all the elements would bear down upon them, relentlessly. Erlebnis’ emissaries, manning the walls of the fortress, would be able to fire upon them freely. Even if they breached those defenses, Erlebnis still resided in the heart of the fortress, his power unspent.

The Palace of Heaven was a great wall dividing the northern and southern passages, but even Argrave could see his old friend had already reached the other side. Galamon bore the Giantkillers, twin blue daggers capable of catching lightning. He had brought them immeasurable reprieve from the worst of the Stormfield, catching all of its electricity. And after hours of doing just that, the southern side of the Palace of Heaven shone like a star. He’d caught all the lightning this place threw at them, and it was time to return it.

Argrave asked Elenore, “Is Galamon ready for Traugott’s passage?”

“He said he’s ready a thousand times over,” Elenore answered quickly.

Argrave gathered himself, then looked to his comrades. “Zen, Anneliese—ready for the sixth gate?”

“Yes, grand commandant!” Zen shouted, looking weary yet ready.

“Let’s keep this momentum,” Anneliese encouraged. “Ready!”

“Then… let’s go!” Argrave shouted, moving toward the sixth gate.


Chapter 50

Argrave. Bastard of King Felipe III, King of Vasquer, de facto leader of the Blackgard Union, and now Grand Commandant of the Great Chu, come seeking the head of two ancient gods. Over two years ago, he had come before Erlebnis seeking a blessing.

If Erlebnis had known what that young man could become, all of this could have been avoided.

Argrave had been a mere blip in an eventful day—a curious deal, giving Erlebnis vengeance in return for power. The death of a vampire lord, the retrieval of an ancient artifact… both were things that Argrave had no right to know, but Erlebnis was too absorbed in the satisfaction of having a grudge settled to thoroughly examine this bearer of good news. Perhaps he should have seized him based on what knowledge he offered. Perhaps he should’ve known… but then, that was the problem.

How could Erlebnis have known what Argrave could become in the future?

Knowledge of the past was Erlebnis’ expertise. But his entire existence for millennia had been seeking ways to glimpse beyond the past and the present. He’d tried to capture Hause for that reason. Perhaps if he had broken the Smiling Raven’s orb prison sooner, he would not be dwelling inside this fortress, waiting for Law to come and do battle.

But then, Law was not the issue. It was Argrave—it had always been Argrave.

Argrave had rebuffed Erlebnis in the far north, refusing to ally with him. Argrave had come to him in the Bloodwoods, refusing him even as he used a heavier hand. Argrave tried to shatter all the carefully crafted alliances he’d made—and very nearly succeeded. And while Erlebnis licked his wounds, carefully tending to his household… Argrave had again come knocking, ruining a vault containing the effort of millennia.

Argrave used others as cudgels, but he alone stood at the root of it all. Even now, through his emissaries’ eyes, Erlebnis witnessed the King of Vasquer coming once again to take, to rob, as if it were his birthright. He approached the Palace of Heaven with all the allies he’d accrued, cautious confidence writ on his face even now. Erlebnis knew that Argrave would make it past the Stormfield—he had made it this far up the mountain, after all. His own emissaries, too, possessed expertise insufficient to hurt them. Anneliese alone was their match, with that A-rank ascension of hers. The walls of the Palace of Heaven, too—Erlebnis did not know how the king would breach them, but he put nothing past Argrave. If his vault could be breached, what was a mortal fortress?

Erlebnis felt clarity, felt inspiration, that he hadn’t since he was a mortal. He felt this inspiration permeate the whole of his form. He acted without thinking, without drawing upon the vast archives of knowledge stored within his realm and his person, without calculating every move. He had calculated thus far, and now his head rested beneath a guillotine, waiting, encased in stone built by mortal men while Kirel Qircassia watched on high.

Erlebnis grasped the life of each of his emissaries and cut their strings. All of them—tens of thousands scattered around the whole world, yet concentrated densely in the Great Chu, died all at once, their power dissipating and returning to him in moments. Erlebnis grasped at his divine realm, where the Lodestars roamed, and crushed it.

Knowledge, all the way to the dawn of recorded time, collapsed to nothingness in moments. What few artifacts, collections, things, that Argrave hadn’t plundered imploded into nothingness alongside that. The good work carried out since his awakening as Erlebnis all died. Nothing remained of it, barring his name. Stupid? Brutish? Reckless? Nothing else had worked. No machination resisted Argrave for long. Erlebnis could only cast it all away. Knowledge, after all, existed inside Erlebnis—he needed no record.

There was one thing remaining that Erlebnis could not destroy. Though consigned to the Annals of the Universe, locked within the vaults, it was part of him. The Keeper, he called it. The ‘he’ that used to be. The man that used to walk. That which led him to ascend beyond humanity, and take his place in the heavens.

Erlebnis’ limitless perception narrowed, condensed, until it focused on one man. It was an old man, with sharp golden eyes, graying hair, a long beard, and a taste for black clothes. It was himself—the ‘he’ that once was, the man whose relentless search for knowledge had led him to embody it as one of the divine.

Erlebnis became himself again.

Those mortal things locked inside the Keeper for millennia poured onto Erlebnis as a tidal wave of pure, indescribable pain. All of the terrible things that he had done, all of the cruelty he’d inflicted, all that he’d done in the pursuit of knowledge… destroying empires, ruining families, killing billions, spawning the Smiling Raven, torturing the world itself… the anguish his mortal remnant felt was near enough to shatter his mind, divine or not. And yet at the end of all of that, like an aftertaste…

“IT ALL ENDED UP AS NOTHING?!”

Erlebnis opened his eyes, looking around. It took a few moments for him to realize he stood on the battlements of the Palace of Heaven, and longer still to recognize that it had been his voice that said those words. The Stormfield, free from his guidance, temporarily stalled. The battlefield entered a moment of serenity, and Erlebnis’ gold-eyed gaze landed upon Argrave, surrounded by Law’s Justiciars.

When their eyes met, Erlebnis realized that he hated Argrave more than anyone possibly could.

Win, lose—the Erlebnis of old was concerned with such things. Argrave had taken everything from him. Everything that he had ever done was going to be undone today—most of it already had been undone. There could be no deal, no compromise reached. One would die today. But Argrave was still mortal, and Erlebnis still a god. And now, this was more than personal.

“The Stormfield!” someone shouted, and Erlebnis turned his head. One of the gods serving Kirel Qircassia shouted up at him from the fortress’ courtyard. “Erlebnis, you must man it!”

“Fuck the Stormfield,” Erlebnis rebuked.

He stepped up onto the parapet of the Palace of Heaven, and jumped off down below with the black robes he’d once worn as a man billowing everywhere. By the time he landed, the Stormfield was already starting up again. He could hardly even feel it past the rage in his head.

“Argrave!” Erlebnis shouted, voice booming across the expanse of stone as he walked forward. “I’m going to kill you. I’m going to desecrate your wife in the most unimaginably painful way. I’m going to crush Orion’s skull, and squash Galamon like a bug. After that, I’ll go to Blackgard. I’ll make your sister relive what Felipe did to her, and then leave her to bleed out. I’ll feed her husband to his wyvern. I’ll flay your cousin, Melanie, Mina… burn the whole of House Parbon, exterminate the House of Quadreign, and end all of Leopold’s lineage. All of the snow elves, all the citizens of your kingdom, everyone you even remotely like—they’re dead, because of you.”

“One at a time, Erlebnis!” Argrave shouted back, his voice barely audible as the Stormfield once again took light under new management.

Erlebnis felt the power surging through his body. Once again, he was the man that had become a god, yet at the same time, he was the god that had been born of the man. He felt that same relentless drive that had pushed him to where he ended up, alongside the vast collection of knowledge permeating his body. In magic, no one—least of all any here today—was even close to being named his peer.

The golden aura of Law condensed to defend Argrave, forming a solid gleaming wall that slowly took form. In moments, a gargantuan sword formed of Law’s will raised up high, ready to slam down.

“I am your opponent,” Law declared unilaterally.

His blade swung down ferociously. Erlebnis raised his hand, mixing his divine power with magic. A great claw of red liquid metal erupted out, seizing the falling sword and fixing it in place.

“Hell you are,” Erlebnis snarled.

Then, with his power so tightly condensed, Erlebnis completely overpowered Law. He forced his blend of magic and divinity to rage against the ancient’s might, and his attack threw the blade—and much of Law’s power—backward. In the resulting opening, Erlebnis shot forth a torrent of wind, and it struck the heart of Law’s being. The ancient deity was blasted back, and his Justiciars rushed to take their creator’s place.

Erlebnis raised his hand, casting one of the oldest S-rank spells in the world—[Smite]. One huge pillar of fire descended upon the Justiciars, and when they faded, there was nothing remaining but a clear path to Argrave. Erlebnis rushed forth as Law recovered, single-mindedly hunting the King of Vasquer. He gathered power in his hands, ready to bisect the king with one attack.

The Alchemist, the gullible Raven, burst free of a stone dangling from Argrave’s neck. When Erlebnis loosed his spell—a single blade of wind—thousands of hands appeared on Raven’s misshapen body. They cast wards, one and all, but each crumpled before Erlebnis’ power. The Alchemist braced and morphed his body defensively, yet the magic cut him in half all the same. His torso flew skyward, barely clinging to life, while his legs fell to the ground uselessly. Erlebnis ignored all, pressing toward his nemesis.

Argrave’s blood echoes harried Erlebnis using [Burst], but B-rank blood magic, even that enhanced by black blood, could not even faze the single-minded rush of an ancient god. Law stabbed his sword down upon Erlebnis, his golden form nearly fully materialized, but the god of knowledge thrust a huge amount of his own power upward to delay the blow and rushed underneath it.

Argrave backstepped, panic on his face. Orion stepped forth, thrusting a bident at Erlebnis. He swatted it aside and disarmed him, then called upon all of power to crush Argrave’s brother. He was looking forward to the look on Argrave’s face, but Orion teleported away. Erlebnis remembered that weapon, then—Admiral Tan Shu’s bident. Its wielder could teleport wherever it flew. Erlebnis barely dwelled on it, resuming his hunt for Argrave.

“Use [Echo Step]!” Erlebnis raved as he neared. “Leave Anneliese behind! Watch me crush her skull!”

Governor Zen, his stolen champion Onychinusa, and Anneliese all cast an S-rank spell, and a trio of elements roared against Erlebnis’ approach while countless of the best spellcasters in the world contributed with attacks from above. In response, Erlebnis used a spell he had managed to reverse-engineer. His emissaries couldn’t use it… but he could.

Erlebnis used [Requite], turning all of his enemy’s spells against them.

Those that had spirits locked inside their body resisted the effects of the shamanic magic, but Erlebnis had burnt away his own divinity to cast this magic. Its power was such that all spells seemed to freeze in the air, combatting for ownership. He used this window of opportunity to hurtle forth, tremendous power gathered at hand.

Erlebnis saw Argrave’s face, briefly reveled in its terror, and then swung all of his power with the intent to end this bastard.


Chapter 51

The moments after Erlebnis took the form of a lone man were very chaotic.

“We need to flee, now! Fall back!” Anneliese pulled on Argrave's arm, shouting, after the strange and tangible outpouring of power from the Palace of Heaven. The Stormfield had stalled, somewhat.

Argrave turned his head away from the gray-haired old man who'd newly arrived. “Why?” He asked quickly.

“Because he's after you,” she continued urgently. “You, and only you. We fall back, cut him down slowly.”

Shortly thereafter, the wizened man jumped from the castle walls. He landed harmlessly, and it began to dawn on Argrave who he was dealing with: Erlebnis. When his chilling words echoed across the stone plateau, Argrave concurred with his partner immediately. The god of knowledge had lost it, had totally snapped. And in the face of such an uncertainty, it was best to regroup.

“Hold on,” Governor Zen shouted. “This is our opportunity. A rabid animal is blind to traps. Let me set up an array to protect. Then, Sataistador can come to our aid.”

He’s shown his hand, Argrave thought, eyes flicking between the urgent governor and this terrifying new development ahead. He could flee—their retreat was covered. But from the beginning, they knew Sataistador was going to try something. That time, it would seem, was now. But could they risk it?

“How long do you need?” Argrave asked insistently.

“Thirty seconds, maybe a minute,” Zen vowed. “Then, you’ll power it, block him. Not a speck of his power will pass. We’ll batter him.”

As Argrave thought, the voice of this strange new Erlebnis cut into his thoughts. “…burn the whole of House Parbon, exterminate the House of Quadreign, and end all of Leopold’s lineage. All of the snow elves, all the citizens of your kingdom, everyone you even remotely like—they’re dead, because of you.”

In the end, he knew Sataistador wanted to claim Erlebnis’ head. And they’d been preparing for the god of war’s treachery this entire time—they just needed to keep their guard up, both during and after this mortal struggle. 

“One at a time, Erlebnis!” Argrave shouted—an answer to the god of knowledge’s ravings, but equal part declaration of his intentions. “Get to work,” he told Zen just after.

In response to his command, Zen opened his robe, and put on a bizarre glove with sharpened nails that coursed with magic. He inhaled deeply, then plunged his hand into his chest. He gripped his own ribcage, screaming, and pulled free one of the bones. It glowed with an indescribable power. Zen healed the wound, fell to the ground, then began scratching the earth with his bone. Where it marked, that same power hummed.

Argrave was aghast, but… if the man would do something so drastic, he most likely wouldn’t be lying. Besides—Law was here, an ancient god of his own. What could go wrong? Reminded of his blessing, Argrave called upon the Domain of Law, declaring, “In this domain, time is slowed for those within it.”

Argrave felt things warp as he saw this new Erlebnis—this markedly human Erlebnis—hurtle across the battlefield as the Stormfields reignited, taken over by a new custodian. Law’s form began to condense, his power gathering close at hand, and Argrave felt some relief… only for that relief to be shattered when Law’s golden blade hurtled away ineffectively. His heart calmed when the Justiciars took his place… only for the rollercoaster to again dip sharply down as they all ignited beneath a blast of magic flame so hot Argrave could feel it on his skin.

Argrave recalled the Alchemist into the Ravenstone, releasing him in a defensive panic. The Alchemist created an impressive bulwark—the same defense that had blocked attacks from Mozzahr, and so Argrave was comforted… only for the Alchemist to be cut in half by a spell of unimaginable power. Argrave tried to help with his blood echoes, but they seemed like firecrackers against a tank. Orion, too, was swatted aside like a fly.

“Use [Echo Step]!” Erlebnis raved as he neared. “Leave Anneliese behind! Watch me crush her skull!”

“It’s done! Back here, Grand Commandant! Power it when he comes!” Zen shouted, rushing past Argrave to retake his place.

Argrave backstepped as quickly as he could, seeking this array. He could see writing in the earth. If he only scribbled in the earth, and this is how I die… my Undying Soul is going to be the nastiest ghost imaginable.

The army that Argrave had brought got to work—even unexpected additions like Oynchinusa appeared in stalwart defiance of her old master. Their spells rocked toward the deity in unison, and Argrave thought Erlebnis would struggle. Only, [Requite] reared its head—a [Requite] wielded by a god. All of the magic in the world slowed, stalled… and Erlebnis prepared a spell of unimaginable power to dwarf them all, aiming it right at Argrave’s face.

Argrave stepped onto Zen’s divine-warding array, and felt a hollow void of power beneath his feet beckoning for the power he offered. He gave it what it wanted, and he could feel it pulling from the magic and the spirits within him like a vacuum. Given his terror, Argrave likened the experience to crapping his pants. He very nearly had a point of comparison for that metaphor.

Erlebnis’ spell coursed toward Argrave—a solid ball of fire, writhing with the red liquid metal that constituted his divinity. Yet that liquid metal slammed upon an invisible wall, while the fire made wholly of magic kept its course toward Argrave. Argrave quickly improvised a ward that shattered. The flames slammed into Argrave’s face. Artur’s armor did protect him well enough, yet he felt hair and skin burnt away and grit his teeth in pain.

But when he opened his eyes, he was alive… and Erlebnis stood there, his arm held out with an expression of wrath. He pushed that arm forth with what seemed to be tremendous effort, yet Zen’s array did not wield. Argrave saw one of the crowning achievements of the Great Chu manifest, and even as his skin burnt hot, let out a sigh of relief. Divinity in all its forms—whether gods, or the spirits they bled—ceased to function before the array Zen had made.

It was comforting, yet extremely alarming simultaneously, that Governor Zen possessed this power.

Erlebnis reeled away. “The imperial palace’s ward? Then, as promised…!” He looked to where Anneliese retreated to the distance, and Argrave felt his heart thump as the god of knowledge made to move.

Law’s blade descended once again, yet this time, there could be no mistaking it—Law was as present as he could be, all of his golden aura condensed in the shape of a great titan. He was a knight of gold, and he clenched both of his hands around his greatsword and plunged it down. Erlebnis did not rise to meet it—rather, he ducked low and jumped to the side, quickly pivoting around the array Argrave shielded himself in until he was on the other side. Law’s blade met the same resistance Erlebnis did, and the attack was nullified.

Erlebnis gathered divinity and magic in hand, ready to attack any number of Argrave’s scattering allies. Yet then a figure descended from on high, swinging a huge hammer. Erlebnis dedicated all of his attention to the new attacker, and two wards rose to block the attack. The hammer broke the first ward, and Sataistador’s fist broke the second. The god of war lunged at Erlebnis, whose back was to Zen’s array.

Erlebnis didn’t dodge—he caught Sataistador’s charge. His hand wrapped his throat, and to Argrave’s shock and awe, Erlebnis slammed the god of war to the ground as if he were a child. “Vulture,” Erlebnis spat, his free hand preparing magic. “Fucking lice, all in my hair.”

Sataistador punched Erlebnis, and though the god of knowledge staggered away, he still completed his magic. A lance of liquid red metal shot out with the speed of lightning, and Sataistador only barely dodged. The projectile grazed his shoulder, causing a small burst of spirits flying into the air. They merged with Law’s form, whose titanic body stood to its full height while readying that golden greatsword. Argrave felt a turtle in a shell as three ancient gods did battle all around.

“Your woman was right,” Sataistador said, hefting his hammer. “He’s after you and those close to you. Fighting and killing him is one thing, but we can’t guarantee your safety. That array won’t hold if the ground beneath it fails, which is sure to happen if we let loose. Law and I together can stop him for a time, but you must run if you want to live. Bring Zen, head for the Palace of Heaven. Get inside, however you planned to, and claim the Stormfield.”

Argrave briefly considered the notion that Sataistador might be trying to get him killed, but ultimately he dismissed it and broke out into a run toward the Palace of Heaven, right into the Stormfield. Reinforcement Justiciars joined him, protecting him and those near him from the worst of the array.

“Everyone, group up closely!” Argrave shouted, then recalled the Alchemist into the Ravenstone. He clutched it as he ran, asking the man, “Will you live? Can you fight?”

“He cut me in twain with his divinity. I can fight no more,” the Alchemist stated plainly. “I must focus all my faculties on recovery, lest I perish.”

Equal parts relieved and concerned, Argrave made his way toward the Palace of Heaven. As he did, he asked Elenore, “Galamon in position?”

“Yes,” she responded. “Apparently, the pressure lightened on his end. They’re waiting at the breach point for the signal.”

“Situation’s desperate on this side,” Argrave informed her. “Law’s fully occupied. We can’t conserve one of the Giantkillers as we intended if we want to punch through. We need it over here.”

“I’ll tell him,” Elenore promised.

Argrave pressed on, joined by Zen, Anneliese, and Orion. Onychinusa hung back, perhaps wishing to do battle with Erlebnis. Zen still had some of his own rib bone in hand, ready to write another array. Soon enough they were met with the second deterrent of the Palace of Heaven—its walls. He wasn’t talking about their physical aspects, but rather their magical ones. A pressure emanated outward from their sleek gray surface—one from above, the other fighting against them, both as constant as gravity.

Every step that Argrave took felt heavier than the last, the fortress looming high above them. His eyes felt like they were being turned to goo, his ears rung, and his bones pushed against his skin and armor as if threatening to burst free. Argrave could hear, could feel the battle between Sataistador, Law, and Erlebnis. He heard Erlebnis’ desperate, ravening struggles to reach Argrave, but the two ancient gods proved capable of warding him away, even if only for a time. Judging by the fact that the sounds were growing closer rather than further… that wouldn’t be forever. Governor Zen fell to one knee, but Argrave grabbed him and hefted him along.

“Rook’s crossing to your side of the fortress. He has the Giantkiller on hand,” Elenore informed him.

Argrave looked to the weak spot, at the point where the Palace of Heaven met the mountain. Galamon would be standing on the opposite side, waiting for the order.  Argrave’s joints felt useless, and Orion supported everyone weaker than himself with a firm hand. Even the Justiciars were feeling the strain. They made it to the wall, and Argrave leaned against it with one hand. That proved to be a mistake—pain surged through the hand, as sharp as bones breaking, and he retracted it with a hiss.

“Make another array,” he commanded Zen.

The governor seemed barely able to respond beneath the pressure of the Palace of Heaven’s indomitable walls, but he collapsed to the ground and slowly dragged his bone against the ground. Just then, Argrave spotted a bright light—looking up, Rook descended down into the valley, bearing a dagger that glowed with the light of more than ten thousand lightning strikes.

Argrave slumped down, looking behind in cautious relief. As he watched, Erlebnis stood his ground against Law’s greatsword. With a great heave, a blast of his divinity sent Law reeling. Sataistador approached from behind, and though Erlebnis twisted and delivered a powerful blast of ice against his face, Argrave saw a dagger slip deep into Erlebnis’ shoulder. Spirits flew into the air as a steady stream, like a smoking wound.

But rather than punish the reeling law, press the advantage on Sataistador, or pull out the dagger embedded in his shoulder… Erlebnis flew toward Argrave furiously, finally free of the two gods. Sataistador and Law chased, bridging the gap just as fast… but ‘just as fast’ wouldn’t be good enough, considering he had a lead. Argrave looked to Rook and shouted, “Hurry!”

The god of deception pushed past the pressure of the Palace of Heaven and handed the dagger to Argrave. In his head, he told Elenore, “Tell Galamon to send it!”

Argrave raised the blade in spite of tremendous resistance, and plunged the dagger in the part where mountain and fortress met. Lightning collected from the Stormfield for the hours it’d been working surged into it. Ordinarily Argrave and Galamon both would’ve just consigned themselves to death, as the electricity coursed through the earth, into their highly-vulnerable fleshy bits. Now, however, it was attracted toward a particular point—something that Traugott had planted. There, it was amplified, concentrated… and released, precisely where they wished it.

A great white pillar of concentrated energy surged upward with the fury of an erupting volcano. Argrave backed away, feeling some of his strength returning as the foul magics embedded into the wall of the Palace of Heaven vaporized. The plan had been for Law to supplement one half of this attack, leaving Galamon with one Giantkiller charged that they might use on Erlebnis.

“Array’s ready!” Zen shouted, scrambling out of the way.

As Argrave looked behind, Erlebnis had nearly made it. Argrave lacked the energy to power the array, but Anneliese’s power poured inside it long before the god of knowledge could make it. Erlebnis halted, gathered his power, and then fired it straight into the earth. The defending Justiciars fell into the earth, and then folded inside it, crushed. The whole of the mountain seemed to shift, and Argrave’s eyes widened as the array fragmented and cracked.

Argrave thought to head inside the Palace of Heaven, yet the blast of white energy still persisted in destroying the wall. As fear set in… Rook stepped in between Argrave and Erlebnis. He plunged a dagger into Erlebnis’ chest. It barely seemed to break the skin, yet Erlebnis was forced to confront him. Rook stubbornly clung onto Erlebnis, wrestling his hands to prevent his use of magic.

The god of knowledge gathered divinity and magic in his right hand, then grabbed Rook’s head. Malignant energy tore through the deity, and in no more than a few moments… he perished, the spirits comprising his being consumed by Erlebnis shortly thereafter. Those short few moments were enough for Sataistador to catch up, and Erlebnis was forced to turn around and block a potentially deadly stab.

Just then Argrave felt the power breaking the wall fade, and when he turned around… their path into the Palace of Heaven had opened.

Argrave, first of any in history, ran into the breach of the Palace of Heaven, jumping a cavernous hole. His allies followed him shortly thereafter. And coming through, on the opposite side… the gods of the Blackgard Union entered.

“Let’s go!” Argrave shouted, taking no time to think. “To the Stormfield!”


Chapter 52

Argrave stood at the edge of the central courtyard of the Palace of Heaven. Whether from above or below, the tales said that this place had never been breached. Its walls could withstand the fury of gods, and apparently there were measures to prevent any entry from above. But here they stood, the first of history. Beyond was a verdant garden far removed from the stony plateau they’d come from. Considering the Stormfield still worked, there would be other enemies in here. Their silence, however, was deafening.

The small breach in the walls of the Palace of Heaven was soon blocked by their ally, Law—Erlebnis’ relentless pursuit was brought to a halt, if only for now. But if he had been able to leave, the garrison manning this place would let Erlebnis reenter just as easily. They didn’t have much time for rest, for the god of knowledge had become somewhat like Sataistador—alone, and highly mobile. Sataistador had dodged death countless time by keeping himself as little more than a man. Perhaps that had been Erlebnis’ conscious goal, or perhaps not… regardless, it was frightening.

“Where is Rook?” questioned Veid, resplendent in Veidimen-style armor. Other gods shadowed her—Raccomen, Lira, and even Almazora, who’d ceased her defense on Berendar for this fight.

“Erlebnis caught him,” Anneliese explained, looking around the courtyard warily. “I think he died, but…”

“You think?” Argrave repeated, then shook his head. “I watched him dissipate. He’s dead. But we don’t have time to think of that. We need to claim as much of this place as we can. We always planned on having Law inside the Palace, fighting Erlebnis, but he’s dealing with him on the outside instead. Roles need to change.”

“You need to take me to the Stormfield.” Governor Zen was the first to set foot on the grass ahead, and he held a strange red sword in his hand. “I can guide us there. I’ve studied this place, and the array, in great detail. I know this fortress inside and out.”

“So do I—lest you forget, all of my commanders, even myself, studied its layout. Is guiding us what Sataistador asked you to do?” Argrave said accusingly. Now that the governor had shown his hand in calling Sataistador as reinforcement, there was no need to be coy about these things.

The governor gestured to the spot where he’d torn out his ribcage. “I think I demonstrated amply I’m on your side in this battle. We made an alliance—I intend to keep it. I called him here to aid us. You’d be dead without that.” He turned his head back to the courtyard. “We can’t linger here long. Erlebnis has shown he can break free of Sataistador and Law, and lest you forget, we haven’t claimed all of the Palace of Heaven for ourselves—merely set foot inside it.”

Orion stepped forward and gripped the governor’s robes, jostling him. “What did Sataistador ask for you to do in this battle?”

“Win it. Nothing more… grandson-in-law.” Governor Zen spread his arms out, not touching Orion.

Argrave was expecting Anneliese to inform him that was a lie immediately, but looking at her face for answers told him the governor was being genuine. Argrave didn’t know what to make of that. He had anticipated the god of war to have at least one request of the governor… but none? Were they wrong? Was Sataistador not planning a betrayal of some kind? Then why had he worked with Zen in secrecy?

“Each deity needs to focus on one aspect of the fortress,” Argrave decided, then tapped his brother until he released Zen. “Almazora—accompany Zen to the Stormfield. Lira—deal with the pressure exerted by the walls, so our troops can approach. Raccomen—focus on opening the sky, so Durran can provide support from above. Veid—continue working with Galamon, commanding the troops. Everyone needs to get the hell away from me. Erlebnis is after me.”

“Meaning?” Anneliese prompted him.

“His anger surprised us. His hatred of me, his tunnel vision; we can use it to our advantage, now, if I plan something before he comes again. I’ve fought Mozzahr, Norman—I’m almost used to broken, ravenous monsters by this point.”

“You’re joking,” Almazora said, aghast.

Argrave turned to her and shook his head. “I joke less than I once did.”

“You’re overestimating yourself. I saw what he did with his magic—he’s quite literally burning himself away for a vague hope of ending you,” Raccomen criticized. “Veid can handle my role of opening the sky. I’ll come with, and aid you with my mastery over space. Erlebnis cannot be underestimated, especially not if he takes such drastic actions. You’re needed.”

“Alright,” Argrave easily accepted the god’s suggestion. “Then, let’s—”

“Melanie needs to confer with you,” Elenore’s voice cut into his head as he spoke. “She needs advice on how to deal with the lich if he hasn’t lost his mind. And, after, she needs to know how to fight against Fellhorn.”

Argrave had been thrown a lot of curveballs today, and impressed himself with his ability to roll with them. Nevertheless, this one caught him square in the face. He didn’t quite have an answer for that, just a question.

“The hell is Melanie dealing with?”

***

Anneliese was never pleased when Argrave put himself in the most dangerous situation. Raccomen’s criticism and subsequent offer of help had been some anodyne to this development, and with his [Echo Step], he might well be the best fighter of any of them by this point. Still, this battlefield had the highest stakes they’d ever dealt with. She was tasked with keeping an eye on Governor Zen as they traversed deeper in the Palace of Heaven, where ambushes waited without doubt.

Yet something bothered her. Rook’s death… it hadn’t been at all as she’d been expected it. She’d seen gods die before, but that…? It had felt wrong, all the way from the scene itself to the fact that Rook was willing to sacrifice himself at all. It seemed contrary to his character. She didn’t know what to do with this suspicion for a time, until an idea came to her.

“Elenore,” she called upon her sister-in-law as she watched Argrave’s departure. “Ask Stain if he’s lost his blessing.”

Barring rare exceptions like the Alchemist’s intervention, gods’ blessings only dissipated in one way—if the god in question died. And if Rook had truly died, Stain would be without his ability to disguise himself.

“No. Stain still has his blessing.”

Elenore’s calm declaration sent a chill through Anneliese as the complications mounted higher and higher. The god of deception and subterfuge was deceiving everyone with some hidden stratagem—perhaps not surprising, given it was in his nature. Considering this wasn’t mentioned to any of the other gods of the Blackgard Union or Argrave himself, though, it sparked some concern. At least Rook, unlike Sataistador, was bound by the dictates of the White Plane. Nevertheless…

“Another problem,” she muttered aloud.

***

Melanie had honestly been exceptionally eager to take this little side-task with Dario, heading to the Burnt Desert. It wasn’t the region, nor the company—both were miserable. It was to get out of being on the battlefield against a bunch of gods and their servants. She’d had enough of people that could break her wrist with a flick of their finger, and didn’t much care for the spectacle of gigantic battles. That was where errant attacks had claimed the lives of many.

They began their descent into the lich’s palace about six hours before Argrave’s assault of the Palace of Heaven began. Traugott had proven extremely adroit at preparation, and so by acting just before the time of the assault, they hoped to have both ample time to prepare while not time enough for Traugott to find vulnerabilities. To start, they did find the grand palace of the lich easily enough—Argrave had impeccable directions, as ever.

That was the last thing that went according to plan.

This supposedly ‘crumbling’ palace that Argrave had described containing half-baked traps and decrepit edifices was anything but. The moment Melanie and Dario breached the secret entrance beneath the oasis and entered into the narrow corridors leading to the palace proper, incongruities arose. The entrance was a long, winding stone maze. Argrave had told them of this, but promised it was largely useless and filled with dumb undead. But against his promises, all of it looked identically well-maintained, sleek and gray—and worse yet, southron elf illusion magic obscured the way forward, alongside traps and the undead. These undead certainly weren’t dumb, and their master spoke through them.

“Unwelcome visitors,” echoed the lich’s voice throughout his palace. “If you’re the ones that aided me in regaining my mind, then surrender. You have nothing to fear from me—indeed, I owe you a favor of sorts. And if you are not… then surrender is the only thing that would make your death a painless one. If you resist, you will scream in anguish far beyond the instant you die.”

Chilling words—and ones that a necromancer could actually enact. Neither her nor Dario paid them any heed, and Melanie’s blessing from Raccomen took them both through the complex maze, seeking the place where the lich laid his bony head to rest. Dario led them, using her blessing and his impeccable sense of stealth to avoid conflict. False walls and endless illusions made a difficult maze all the more troublesome, and Melanie regretted not bringing along someone like Anneliese to see past all the falsities. Despite all the problems, Melanie had to admit… Dario knew how to infiltrate quietly. The few times they were caught, they quickly slipped away without injury.

Dumb luck, and Dario’s thorough understanding of how traps were laid, led them to a breakthrough in the maze. Then again, perhaps it wasn’t right to call it luck—it had taken four hours of ceaseless bumbling about, avoiding undead, sticking to the shadows, and dodging traps whenever they triggered them. Dario’s adroit stealth helped them avoid wasting energy in battle, but even still they were drained.

Their party of two exited out of the maze into the palace itself, discreet as they’d been moments before. It was a beautiful and spacious room that fit the title of palace. There were four entrances, each at the cardinal directions. From these entrances, stairs descended downward to a central platform. A bottomless abyss surrounded the platform and the stairs. They scouted the place out, peering through a portal Melanie made just at the entrance.

Melanie’s gaze went upward, where she saw an unending mass of water that, for some reason, didn’t fall down. Within that water, Melanie spotted a gigantic man. She barely processed this fact before she instinctually shrunk away, back to cover, in a panic.

“Dario. Up,” she whispered, pulling him back.

Dario’s gaze was fixated into the portal to the platform below. “Can you feel it?” he asked her, in the same low whisper she gave.

“The big guy in the water? Yeah, I s—”

“No,” Dario’s whisper was strained, pained. “The lich. You see him, don’t you?”

Melanie followed his gaze. As he said, there was a skeleton sitting upon a throne in the central platform. It wore faded red robes just as she imagined a lich king might, and fortunately for them faced a direction it could not see them from.

“Yeah, I see him. But look up, there’s—”

“You can’t feel it, can you?” He looked at her. “I can. It’s familiar as it’s ever been. One of the Heralds is using the lich’s body as its anchor. It must be protecting him from Gerechtigkeit’s influence. It must’ve come here to prevent Traugott from claiming an Undying Soul.” Anger came from him, a shrill whip hidden by his whispers.

“Isn’t…” Melanie looked back, searching for what he saw. She couldn’t see it. “Isn’t that a damned good thing? They nullify magic attacks. We can get out, let Traugott kill himself trying to fight this thing.”

“Nah,” Dario shook his head. “Not a chance. I said I’d kill Traugott. I meant it. Besides, he has the Shadowlands at his disposal. The Heralds can’t fight against that—they feared them more than anything.”

Melanie felt a little courage leave her. “What about the big guy in the water? What in the world is that?”

Dario looked up, scouting it out. “That’s Fellhorn. I’ve seen him in my dreams, before… and I’m guessing that strange watery portal is the entrance to his divine realm.”

“We need to get out of here,” Melanie decided, ready to beat a speedy retreat. “This place is a death trap.”

Dario looked back. “What’s changed? We don’t use magic—the Herald is no obstacle. Fellhorn is a weakened god after what Durran did.” He looked back at the lich. “And Traugott needs to die. Leave if you want, but I’m staying.”

Melanie took a deep breath and exhaled quietly. “You’re too stupid to live a long life. But what the hell does that make me…?” she questioned, as she stayed fixed in place.


Chapter 53

“...and that's all I can say about Fellhorn,” Argrave told Elenore, giving advice to Melanie through Elenore as he and Raccomen made to confront Erlebnis. They intended to fight him outside the Palace of Heaven, as it kept him from interfering with the operations within and, if all went well, they might turn the Stormfield against him.

He continued advising, “And the lich, his phylactery... it's hidden within a stuffed animal: a black bear, with big floppy ears. That's all I have, Elenore. No communication henceforth. Need no distractions.”

“Good luck,” his sister told him in parting. Then her voice was no more, and Argrave stood on the empty walls of the Palace of Heaven with Raccomen beside him.

The deity asked, “You’re done?”

“Yeah,” Argrave answered.

“I’ll keep it brief.” Raccomen played with the decadent rings on his fingers. “Erlebnis knows he’s outmatched. He’s given up on winning the fight.”

“You’re sure of this?” Argrave narrowed his eyes.

“He’s using his divinity to empower his attacks. He wants to leave nothing left for his foes. The god I killed for my domain did something similar.” Raccomen stroked his chin. “Eventually, though, our god of knowledge is going to get too weak to resist both of the ancient gods wearing him down. It’s our job to make sure his killer is someone on our side.”

“We all agreed that Law should inherit that power. His domain compels him to be our most steadfast ally,” Argrave pointed out.

“We did agree it would be best for all involved,” Raccomen confirmed. “But we should be happy simply if Sataistador doesn’t claim it.”

“So that’s your angle, volunteering to help me.” Argrave fixed him with the side-eye. “Whatever. If it plays that way, it plays that way. This is a partnership, not a subordinacy. Just don’t end up dead, like Rook.”

“Like Rook?” Raccomen laughed—a new noise from the god of space. “I won’t end up like him at all. The god with mastery over space—it’s a coveted title. It could be said that few other domains are its equal. For that reason, my champion, Melanie, has proven her worth countless time.” He looked at Argrave. “For this reason, the gods of space are often killed by those seeking to claim their domain. I’m the youngest of the gods in the Blackgard Union… yet throughout history, I’m still the oldest god of space. Does that make sense?”

“This is you being brief?” Argrave shook his head. “You’re a tough guy, I get it. What’s your point?”

“Not tough. But like you, I don’t often fight when I cannot win. Now—let’s wait for our opportunity.” Raccomen put his hand on Argrave’s shoulder. “I hope you’ve mastered your stomach. Elsewise, you’ll lose whatever’s within it, I promise you.”

Argrave inhaled, preparing himself for a long and protracted fight. “Why’s it taking so long, anyway? Thought the man had a grudge…”

***

“You don’t seem much like the god of war to me,” Erlebnis said, standing across from Sataistador as the Stormfield raged all around them on this mountain peak. Law had fallen back temporarily, perhaps grouping up with some reinforcement. “Tell me—did you join the Blackgard Union?”

“This is just war for me, as ever,” the deity answered.

“What do I have to do to get you to end Argrave?” Erlebnis asked.

Icy storm turned to a fiery hell in moments as the phases of the Stormfield shifted. Amidst all this, Sataistador looked amused. “Are you proposing betrayal?”

“Why not?” Erlebnis stared steadfastly.

“Doesn’t align with my long-term intentions for this cycle of judgment. And despite their tremendous success, I don’t doubt for a second Argrave is willing and able to retreat if things turned that quickly. But let me offer an alternative.” Sataistador raised his hand up. “Surrender, let me gorge myself on your flesh. The king’ll die as a natural byproduct of what comes next.”

“They’d never let that happen.” Erlebnis shook his head. “Law is still watching. Trying to listen, too, but I can stop that. All of them have their own plans. They’ve regrouped. Doubtless Raccomen is lurking, now, ready to step in and bring his friends at a moment’s notice.” The god of knowledge closed his eyes despite standing in front of an enemy. “I missed my chance. I feel it in my bones.”

“Your bones?” Sataistador scoffed. “You let go of those a long time ago. Sure they still work like they used to?”

“Perhaps that was always a mistake.” Erlebnis straightened his back, standing tall. He still looked small before the hulking figure of the god of war. “But there are ways out of this for me.”

“Not really. You run, we can catch you. You fight, Law or I will outlast you. You’re a candle, the wax melting a little more every time you burn. If you’d kept your mouth shut instead of saying you’d desecrate the king’s wife, there might be some arrangement you could make… but after you talked, Argrave has no reason to trust a deal from you. This ends, Erlebnis, with you dead. The hand has been dealt. All you can do is show your cards.”

Erlebnis smiled. “Or, I could talk more, run my mouth more… and maybe tell them why you cut your hair.”

Sataistador was static one moment, then animated in the next. He flew at Erlebnis with his arms moving so quickly they appeared to be eight. Weapons lashed out at him in an inferno of fury. Erlebnis called upon his divinity, putting a vast amount of might in repelling the god of war.

“There’s that chaos I recognize,” Erlebnis called out. “They didn’t hear what I said, fret not. Or better yet, do fret, louse. You think I don’t know you? A vagrant like you only cuts that mop for one reason.”

“You want Argrave dead, don’t you?” Sataistador pointed an axe. “Then you’ll say nothing more. I put a lot of time, a lot of effort, into this. If you don’t waste my effort, you can harass Argrave in the afterlife, I promise you.”

Erlebnis shook his head. “I want him dead, true enough. But most of all, I want to kill him. You got in my damned way, Sataistador. I’ll burn this scheme of yours to cinders—I’m not above that, not anymore. You deprived me of my chance. You still have yours, for now. And if you want to keep it, get out of my sight. And if I see even the faintest glimpse of you, I’ll tell them all.”

“That doesn’t even make sense!” Sataistador shouted in rage. “It’s irrational. If you want him dead, your best option is to—”

“Forget rational!” Erlebnis interrupted. “I was a beacon of rationality. Look where I am, now. The odds stacked against me. Kirel Qircassia, my ‘ally,’ stays on high, while I scramble in the mud for a knife. I’m not content with that. I’ll have another attempt.”

Sataistador paused, then pointed his finger. “You’re going to try something devious, aren’t you?”

Erlebnis nodded. “Yes. I want to make Argrave suffer. Death alone isn’t the only way one can go about such a thing. Grief is painful. Despair is painful. I’ve learned a lot about suffering, in my long years.”

“You could ruin both of our chances.” Sataistador put his hands on his waist. “I ought to take my chances, keep fighting you, your blathering be damned. Ought to call your bluff.”

“Do it, whore of war.” Erlebnis beckoned Sataistador inward. “Try me. It’d be worth it, just to see your arrogance break, to see you throw a tantrum and land face down in the mud right alongside me. Misery loves company. Perhaps you’ll know what it is to hate something, as I do.”

Sataistador’s stared into Erlebnis’ golden eyes, taking their measure as the Stormfield raged all around them. Then… he turned and walked away.

***

“It’s good they’re taking so long,” Raccomen comforted. “More time for our people to get a hold of the Stormfield. Once the Stormfield falls, we don’t need to have the Justiciars spread out, protecting the army. Law can fight without restraint.”

“Hell with ‘it’s good,’” Argrave disagreed. “They’re talking, Raccomen. Two backstabbers, consorting, maybe getting into bed with one another. I don’t like it.”

“We were always prepared for the possibility that Sataistador might change sides. We control the whole of the Great Chu, and provided our counterparts do their part well, we now control its strongest fortress. If that isn’t enough, and if it comes to it, we could always…”

“Retreat,” Argrave shook his head. “When we’re inside the damned fortress. A bitter pill.”

One of Law’s Justiciars knelt before Argrave, and its god spoke through it. “The god of war has spent too much time scheming to move on offered whims. Siding with Erlebnis—who we’ve put on the backfoot—is contrary to his nature. Sataistador, above all, wishes to win.”

Argrave caressed his forehead, feeling some rising unease. Then, he felt Raccomen’s hand on his shoulder.

“Erlebnis returns,” the god of space declared. “And Sataistador, he’s… leaving.”

Argrave looked up, seeing a lone figure stalk through the Stormfield. The steam covered much of his advance, but Argrave saw him in a moment of clarity.

“The god of war is a hypocrite, a coward, and a dumb whore,” Erlebnis called out. “He’s mocked me for countless years about clinging to my divine servants, my realm, my vault. In the end, he has things that he refuses to relinquish just like the rest of us. He has possessions he’d move to protect, interests to preserve.”

Argrave prepared himself, looking to Raccomen for guidance. The god of space stared through the steam, alert and ready.

“Just us, now. No more vultures.” Erlebnis stopped walking. “Just me, with the company of all I’ve learned through the millennia. And you, Argrave, with whatever’s swimming around in that head of yours.”


Chapter 54

Erlebnis had a long while to think about how to kill Argrave in this fight. The man had come to specialize in avoidance after learning how to use [Echo Step] in conjunction with his A-rank ascension. Now, with the god of space standing by his side like a bodyguard, that talent would have another layer of protection. All of this excluded the titanic Law manifesting on the battlefield. Law had been an easy equal for Erlebnis even before this fight began. Now, though, with more allies… with an army on the pathway to the Palace of Heaven, and with gods and kings at his side, the match was hopelessly skewed.

But Erlebnis had the benefit of millennia of knowledge. That was a weapon that could be used in uncountable ways. He would strike fast, strike hard, and draw upon the most obscure and strange forms of magic seeking to get a solid blow in. Despite his position, Argrave was still flesh and blood of yet. A solid hit could kill him. Or… perhaps two blows, considering the Inerrant Cloak he wore would act as a partial shield.

“You’ll come to know much today, Argrave.” Erlebnis kneeled down, placing his hand upon the ground and calling upon magic so forgotten that only he alone knew of it.

The earth beneath his hand changed, taking on properties of a substance far removed from stone. The ground itself began to ripple like a droplet had fallen upon still water. Then, the Stormfield, sensing a change in the ground, rushed to correct the disturbance. What it corrected was soon changed again in an ever-repeating cycle, churning the earth. This spell had been crafted by a miner seeking a way to isolate ore deposits, yet now, it turned the flat stone plateau into a shifting landscape that would perpetually fight against the Stormfield until its power source ran out, or the field itself died.

Everyone on the ground was cast into a desperate struggle not to be swallowed by the earth—Argrave’s entire army, and even Law’s Justiciars. And with the stage set, Erlebnis began. He soared up into the air, and cast a spell originating from the Order of the Rose rather similar to one Argrave commonly called upon. A bird of fire erupted, strengthened by Erlebnis’ divinity—the S-rank spell [Phoenix]. The bird, with his will alone, circled through the sky, waiting for his direction. Soon, a flock of phoenix’s roamed above the sky. Despite the Stormfield raging, they persisted, ready to descend upon a target of his choosing when he pleased.

“My own strategy?” Argrave called out. “You aren’t teaching me much.”

“In this domain, my enemies are inferior,” Law declared, his voice drowning out his champion’s.

Erlebnis felt a subtle heaviness as Law advanced, swinging that golden greatsword of his with righteous fury. Erlebnis had considered how to abate the pure might of Law, and come to a rather elegant solution. He created a unique ward, casting it forth. Rather than hold firm, it moved with the attack while applying precisely half the power of the coming attack. Useless to stop attacks… but it could slow them, delay them. And Law’s blade, pressured, slowed by half. With an opening, Erlebnis cast powerful wind magic and burst toward Argrave with the speed of an arrow. Law, however, was not inept.

Law released his blade and brought his fist down to catch him instead of his sword. Erlebnis took the blow squarely, yet as he did, the phoenix’s descended. They slammed upon Law’s back, and the titanic knightly figure staggered. Erlebnis slammed against the rippling ground, but even as he felt the ache of pain prepared two spells. As a match for his own two hands, Erlebnis used the shamanic spell [Godhand], burning away his own divinity to such an extent it felt like someone tore a fistful of flesh straight from his chest. They wrapped around Law’s arms, grasping and restraining him as best as they could. Meanwhile, Erlebnis turned his attention to Argrave and Raccomen.

First, Erlebnis used lightning magic. A jagged arc of electricity warped forward, then gravitated toward the single blue dagger in Argrave’s hands. The dagger absorbed the lightning. Keeping that in mind, Erlebnis shot forth like an arrow with another burst of wind magic at his feet, but during this journey, discreetly cast a spell called [Trace]. Raccomen gripped Argrave’s shoulder, then the two travelled through space.

Erlebnis chased almost like a mindless dog, but internally he was categorizing, scrutinizing, theorizing. Countless gods of space had died before. Their near-omnipresence in battle could be turned against them. Others before had used a few ways. There was prediction—predict where they fled, they could be got. There was coverage—cover all places they could go to, they were finished. Both of those were difficult, given Erlebnis’ lack of time and the presence of Law.

The third was a trap. And that, Erlebnis could manage.

Finally, by dumb luck or prudent shepherding, Raccomen teleported where he was vulnerable to the trap. Erlebnis completed the spell after [Trace], called [Retrace]. An apparition of wind appeared behind Raccomen and Argrave, as if from nowhere. It hurtled into the two of them, retracing the path that Erlebnis had taken since he cast [Trace]. Striking both Raccomen and Argrave, it forced the god to release Argrave and forced the man to use his Inerrant Cloak to preserve his life. Argrave’s magic drained, leaving him with only the power of his blood echoes. Most importantly, god and man were finally forced apart. The rippling plateau of stone became far more chaotic than it had been as his apparition soared around, retracing his furious pursuit.

Erlebnis hunted Argrave frantically in the moment he’d parted from Raccomen. The man’s blood echoes spread across the field as he struggled with the uneven, rippling terrain caused by the constant magic. Raccomen tried to rejoin with Argrave, but Erlebnis sent out attacks preemptively to block any approach.

Argrave, even without Erlebnis, remained a difficult mortal to deal with. His [Echo Step] made his A-rank ascension from something formidable to perhaps the single best blood magic ascension in history. Erlebnis fought a double battle—he struggled to prevent Raccomen and Argrave from reuniting, while also pursuing Argrave himself. Yet when he finally felt he might land a solid blow upon Argrave…

Erlebnis felt tremors in the earth, and barely turned fast enough to see Law swinging his greatsword yet again. The [Godhands] had both broken, despite the tremendous amount of his own life Erlebnis had placed into them… and Law seemed no worse for wear. No matter how many times he overcame Law in strength or speed, the god never seemed to suffer any damage at all.

With another wrenching heave of power, Erlebnis parried Law’s blade, and it cleaved into the mountain. Great stretches of stone flew upwards, yet the Stormfield moved to correct the aberrations just as quickly. As dust soared through the air, Erlebnis saw opportunity—he thrust his hands into the dust, and cast another ancient earth spell. All of the errant particles collected, then rocketed forth at Argrave. A cloud of deadly-fast rock shards descended upon Argrave, blinding and buffeting him.

Erlebnis cast another wind spell with the dim hope that it might finally land through, and unexpectedly… neither Argrave nor Raccomen whisked the mortal king away. The spell cut through the dust, and when it was about to meet its mark… simply disappeared. Erlebnis felt power rushing from the side, and turned to see his own attack returning. Realizing Raccomen had played tricks with space, he dodged his own spell ably. 

Law’s blade came from behind—a simple thrust. Erlebnis jumped moments before it impacted with the ground, yet again it travelled through one of Raccomen’s trick portals. Erlebnis felt the golden blade long before he saw it, and dodged out of the way with another burst of wind magic. His eyes widened when he saw someone quite literally riding atop the blade—a god he thought he’d killed, Rook.

Erlebnis felt something wrong in his body. He isolated the cause quickly enough—spirits, supposedly consumed, but in actuality, they were something like a dormant poison. As the blade flew past, Rook leapt at the perfect time like a cougar upon its prey. Erlebnis, wracked by these faux-spirits, was a step too slow in defending himself. A dagger pierced into his chest—and unlike the dagger that Rook had first used, this one pierced deep.

“This… one?” Erlebnis could only struggle vainly, and he collapsed against the stone plateau.

“No matter how much you learn…” Rook whispered, twisting the knife deep. Every second his strength seemed a little more savage, as Erlebnis’ essence transferred from one god to another. “Something new always comes along. New methods. New strategies. New people. You can’t ever know it all. Your idea of power… flawed from the beginning. Knowledge can only carry you so far.”

“It appears the cost of overpowering Law so frequently caught up to you,” Raccomen said, teleporting to stand beside him. “I thought Rook was coming out of my portals too soon. But… I suppose not.” He joined in this glut of spirits, invigorating himself to a lesser extent as Erlebnis bled.

Erlebnis grasped their trick. Rook had deceived him, somehow, creating a proxy that contained tainted spirits. It was a method that Erlebnis had never seen in the countless millennia of his life. And after this deception, Rook hid inside Raccomen’s space, or perhaps simply near a portal, waiting for the opportunity to trigger the poison and land a blow.

Argrave had, once again, done something beyond expectation. With the last of his power, Erlebnis lifted his head, ready to laugh his head off. He saw Argrave. But instead of a gloating expression, a mocking face… he saw surprise, and unease. His defiant laughter caught in his throat, and the god of knowledge simply stared as he realized that Argrave was as ignorant of this plan as he was. All around them, the Stormfield began to slow… and even past the daze of pain, past the realization he was dying, he realized Argrave’s allies had taken the ancient array.

“Knowledge can be a curse,” Erlebnis called out in the growing serenity. “It can poison you with complacency. It can be a quagmire—I know. I was caught in its snare. But knowledge, Argrave… knowledge builds over the generations. And as it builds, life itself can build up to unimaginable heights. I said you would come to know much today, Argrave. I meant it. You will know. You’ll wish you didn’t, but you will. Because you’re the next generation.”

Erlebnis held out his hand, and gave a gift freely. He gave the gift of knowing. Ultimately… knowledge was meant to be shared, was it not? Better to give a gift to an enemy than to see a life’s work perish. Sometimes, people came to learn things they never cared to… things that would break them. To know, and yet to do nothing? For a man like Argrave, there could be no greater pain.


Chapter 55

The Alchemist sprawled out on the cold stone plateau. All around, voices spoke.

“Law, instead of casting judgment on Raccomen and myself, could you judge what in the blazes is wrong with the kingling?”

The Alchemist turned his head, drawn from his stupor. There, Rook, with markedly bolstered confidence, stared upward at Law as the golden figure knelt down. An army of Justiciars approached. The Stormfield was dying, so they had no need to protect the army any longer.

“I will not forget this deception. But for now, I will put it aside.” Law split his body apart, and his golden aura enveloped his champion. “Erlebnis is dead. He cast no magic before he went—I sensed only the faintest tingle of his divinity. Yet…”

The Alchemist began to make sense of what had happened. The Ravenstone had been forged out of Erlebnis’ Blessing of Supersession, long ago. With the god himself perished, the Ravenstone broke, sending him out of its protection. Fortunately, the battle was over. The Alchemist, still a husk, slowly gathered himself. He reformed his body that he might stand, and rose.

Argrave had fallen to his knees. He stared upward at the sky, unblinking as he tremored. His eyes were spasming, alongside faint twitches in his fingers. Feeling some urgency, the Alchemist approached.

“Stand aside,” he ordered Law, whose aura prevented his further approach. “I will examine him.”

The gods regarded the Alchemist with some distaste, but they knew better than to argue. All of them were familiar with the Alchemist’s expertise and his constant presence in Argrave’s company. They watched as his gray eyes glowed green, scrutinizing Argrave. Of every human, the Alchemist knew Argrave’s form the best of any—he had performed countless operations on the man, and had spent weeks deconstructing his body. He’d even wrote books on the subject. Naturally, he could tell when something was wrong.

The Alchemist quickly identified several oddities—fever, sweating, confusion, and a seizure. Beyond the skin and bone, he caught an alarming factor immediately. “He has slight encephalitis… but that isn’t something I can simply ignore.”

“Encephalitis?” Raccomen repeated.

“His brain is swollen. It’s…” the Alchemist trailed off as he scrutinized the brain closer. He grabbed Argrave’s head, his fingers stretching around and piercing the skin subtly so as to see beyond. It wasn’t merely swollen—it was virtually on fire, a hub of activity. Given the circumstances, he quickly came to a conclusion about what was happening. “It’s adjusting to knowledge that Erlebnis bestowed.”

All the deities present said no more—from what Erlebnis had said, they could guess as much.

“One of the things that Erlebnis traded in—knowledge,” Rook walked forward to stand near Argrave, peering down at him as his gray eyes twitched. “Anytime he wanted to, he could bestow knowledge. Only really did when it was part of some deal, or when he stood to benefit—the man hoarded it jealously. So… what, he gave Argrave a load of faulty knowledge, jammed his brain? Is it an attack?”

“It shouldn’t kill him. Long-term, he might even be normal. But in the short… his brain is working on overdrive not to shatter. And even once it settles, Argrave’s mind could be forever changed. It might need to get rid of some things to make room for the new. One human mind wasn’t made to handle the knowledge of many millennia.”

“You’re saying he could forget some things?” Raccomen questioned seriously.

“Yes. Memories. Lessons. Habits. Languages. Motor skills.” The Alchemist looked around. “Something needs to be done. Quickly. I intend to do that, and you will protect me as I do.”

“Sataistador is still around.” Rook pointed at the Alchemist. “Even if we have the Stormfield, I think it’s abundantly clear the god of war had other plans. We can’t stay here, guarding a lone king. We have to think of the Blackgard Union.”

“He’s right.” Raccomen crossed his arms. “Sataistador remains the threat. We must move to confront this threat.”

“Argrave is the Blackgard Union,” the Alchemist said coldly.

Rook and Raccomen looked ready to argue, but Law’s voice sounded out. “I will protect my champion.”

“Good,” the Alchemist nodded simply, then turned to Argrave. He scrutinized the King of Vasquer, studying his face and the brain within in great detail.

Apparently, it had taken a while. Rook and Raccomen disappeared long ago, but eventually Law asked, “What do you intend to do?”

“Meld my mind with his,” the Alchemist said. “It can handle more of a burden than his.”

“Is that safe?” Law asked, concerned.

“I don’t know.” The Alchemist looked into Argrave’s eyes, adjusting his head. “I’ve never done it before. Every attempt nearly broke me.”

“Yet you intend to try it now.”

“You’ve heard the alternative.” The Alchemist pulled out the scalpel Argrave had given him years prior, bringing it forth to the man’s face. “Best have your Justiciars shield us. This won’t be a pleasant view for his army.”

The Alchemist cut into Argrave’s face, starting just below the chin. He stuck the blade deep, deep. Once it was at its deepest, the Alchemist began to turn it counterclockwise. The blade zipped through, rising up the jaw, past the ear, around the top of the head, then back down. Having cut a perfect circle, the Alchemist grasped Argrave’s face and pulled lightly. All of it came free, revealing the brain within. The Alchemist carved away a few more hanging bits, then set aside Argrave’s face.

“Perhaps he should have—” Law began.

“Shut up,” the Alchemist interrupted the ancient god. “I need to concentrate.”

The Alchemist slowly reached one hand of many toward Argrave’s spongy brain. He rested his fingers atop it… and then slowly began to sink in, as though pushing through water. Unpleasant squelching noises filled the air. The Alchemist took a deep, deep breath once his hand was far inside, then began to interface with Argrave’s mind.

At once, a torrent of overwhelming power fell upon him. Not knowledge—the Alchemist could handle that. One of the reasons he had long avoiding directly touching another’s mind was related to the Smiling Raven. To escape that beast, he had cut away parts of himself. And those parts… those human parts, that led him to commit the single largest act of genocide in history…

They all came rushing back, as he joined with a mind that still had what the Alchemist had lost.

***

Argrave felt like he was wandering for a very long time. He walked across a desert of white sand, and at the end of it all, an empire of dead children smiled down on him like blinking stars. But before this long journey, he was certain he had been doing something else. He had been trying to take something… and someone else was stopping him. Names floated—Anneliese, Fellhorn, Galamon, Melanie, Sataistador, Law, Elenore… he had vague associations for each of them. Family, ally, enemy… but the wires were crossed, and the currents flowing through them led him nowhere in particular.

He talked to so many people, and they told him so many different things. They asked for something from him, and he gave them something in return. Specifications for a bomb, detailed lineage of a child, the secrets of untold magic, the truth of a lover’s affair… all so vague, with enough faces on each of them he started to forget what his own looked like. As a matter of fact, he was having some difficulty remembering his own name. Did it start with a ‘v,’ or an ‘a?’ He thought both were true, but it was difficult to work it all out. Perhaps ‘Erlebnis’ was his name. That name rung out so often, surely it had to be related to him somehow.

Erlebnis started to scan through all of the things that he saw, recontextualizing much of what was there. If he took this name as his own, things started to make a little more sense. It gave him perception of self—it gave him a place in these countless knowings, these countless millennia of words and the names born from them. Yet as he did so, he felt them seize up, catch in the gears of the machine. He saw other memories, too, locked away and fragmented. Someone named Argrave, looking up at his father the king. Those felt different. Realer, somehow.

Then, the haze broke. Argrave felt as though he’d been pulled up out of the pool he’d been drowning in, and clarity that he’d lost suddenly returned. He felt sick, broken, battered… he’d been swimming in a pool of thoughts and knowledges not his own, and now something pulled him up from the surface. When he finally remembered how to see, he saw a gray-haired man holding him by the neck.

“Raven?” Argrave asked.

“Yes,” he said without affect, then clutched his throat and seemed to be in agony. “Yeah, it’s me. Feeling more yourself?”

“A little… what the hell is happening?” Argrave straightened himself, looking around. He couldn’t even tell if he was standing, if he was doing anything at all.

“Erlebnis’ gift,” Raven said. “Tried to just take it from you, but it didn’t work. I didn’t move fast enough. This package he sent—it’s entwined with your mind now. Everything from your speech, to your muscle’s function. I take it, I vegetablize you. We have to sort this out.” Raven clutched his head, then hunched over. “At the same time, I’m fighting other things.”

Argrave had vague memories of this so-called gift—he’d received it in a forest, right? Or was it a snowy tundra? Or… the Palace of Heaven?

Reminded, Argrave grabbed Raven as he hunched. “I can’t be here. I have to stop the god of war, Galamon.”

Raven laughed loudly, then fell to the ground. “Yeah? Galamon? Seems we’re two psychos, one mind, sorting out both our damned problems.”

“What do you mean?”

“We’ve got to fight to keep your head functioning… reasonably well.” Raven wobbled his hand. “You might drool a little by the end of this, might have a bit of a bum leg, but I think we can partition your mind enough to preserve its function. And my hope is that, by the end of this… you can help me make up my mind about a little moral dilemma called potentiation. But let’s start at the beginning, and work from there… which limb could you do without?”


Chapter 56

“You’re talking about losing limbs?” Argrave stared at Raven, stepping back cautiously within this mental landscape. “Why do I need to sacrifice anything? What’s going on?” Argrave braced himself.

Did Argrave even have limbs to lose? He wasn’t entirely sure. And if he did, was this man truly speaking in his best interests? He tried to think of Raven, and while there was a tidbit of him saying that he was a friend… there was another whispering that this man had committed a genocide. Then again, perhaps friend and genocider weren’t mutually exclusive, given the flashes of knowledge he’d seen.

“Your name is Argrave.” Raven slowly rose to his feet, then stood tall. He was both shorter and taller than Argrave—two forms, intermingling. “You’re the King of Vasquer. You were fighting a battle atop a mountain in the Great Chu against Erlebnis, god of knowledge.” Raven stayed still as he recited these details. “Sound familiar? We don’t have time for this.”

Argrave thought on it, straining his mind. It felt as though trying to remember something that he’d done half a century ago, not half a second. But as things fell into place, it was as though a great smog was lifted.

“Good lord… he hit me with something.” Argrave clutched his head, doing his best to remember.

“He’s not a good lord… but from what I can gather, Erlebnis gave you the sum total of his knowledge. He’s attempting to break you under its weight. My discretion, however, would mean he didn’t calculate I might be able to help you with it.” Raven moved closer. Every step he took, the floor changed—it was as though he was walking through tens of thousands of different memories. 

“Erlebnis’ knowledge?” Argrave’s eyes brightened, and where there had been confusion, disbelieving desire poured over him, like he’d won the lottery off a gifted ticket. “All of it? You really mean all of it?”

“Yes. Your brain isn’t big enough to accommodate all of it, so it’ll be overwritten unless we do something.”

Argrave recalled that feeling that had come not a moment ago, where he’d thought he was Erlebnis. A grim, creeping horror set over him. It was like a parasite within, slowly eating him up… or an illness, an invisible enemy. As he wondered what would happen he suddenly knew, in such great detail that it shook him to his core. He would be rather like the Castro that Sophia had created—not understanding who or what he was, without proper use of even his limbs. He would totally lose his sense of self, concocting delusions to explain the world around his shattered mind.

“You seem to be appropriately terrified, now, so I’ll talk about what we’re going to do to stop it.” Raven rolled his shoulders. “We’re going to rewire your brain so that memories are buried in certain actions, sensations, et cetera.”

As he tried to imagine what that might entail, knowledge that wasn’t Argrave’s came to him. “Like a memory palace, or other mnemonic systems?” As soon as Argrave said it, he felt the need to clutch his head in pain.

Raven slapped him in the face, casting him to the ground. “Stop thinking so much! The more you think, you more you’ll destroy your mind.” Raven knelt down before Argrave, then said in a rare display of guilt, “But… yes, it’s a mnemonic method. We have to encode memories. When you see certain colors, for example, it’ll conjure a section of memories. Sounds, sights, even shapes—they’ll evoke memories, hopefully while retaining the form and structure of your mind. It’ll fuck with your head for a few months, but it should help you stay yourself. The key is, though…” Raven tapped Argrave’s chest. “Key is your work. Your effort determines how much spittle leaks from your mouth, and how well-functioning your limbs are. Because right now, you’re fated to spend the rest of your life praying to die.”

“What do I do?” Argrave asked Raven, afraid to call upon his own knowledge for fear it might corrode his brain.

“We need a foundation. We need something constant—something to which all other things lead,” Raven explained, helping Argrave up. “I need you to find something you can remember best of all. The place that you spent the most time. The place whose entire structure—bottom to top—you can remember. It needs to be big enough to explore, big enough to hold a lot of things, a lot of notions, a lot of clues.” Raven let the idea settle, then gave him examples. “Think of a childhood home. Think of the place that you grew up.”

“Place I grew up?” Argrave repeated. “We moved, all the time. Never stayed in one town for more than one or two years. The two places were never the same.”

“Damn it all…” Raven grabbed his forehead, striding through countless memories and knowings in a frantic pace. “Was there any location that you went to consistently for more than five years? A town hall, a university, a hospice, a pilgrimage, a large marker? Give me something, anything!” He shouted demandingly.

“I don’t…” Argrave wracked his brain. “I don’t know, my dad’s truck? We had it for seven or so years. Would that work?”

Raven crossed a thousand memories in long strides. “A truck…? Describe what that is to me. How large is it? How much could it store? How many compartments does it have?” The man’s insistence was overbearing.

“Could hold… I don’t know, maybe four, five people, if you cram ‘em in. More if we used the back, I guess.”

“Four or five people?” Raven leaned in. “We’re talking about all the learnings of the god of knowledge, Argrave, and you’re giving me something with four or five people?” Raven grabbed Argrave. “Think! A library, a place where you carried out your trade; think, damn it all, or you’re to be ruined.”

Argrave thought about places where large amounts of knowledge could be kept… and like it was obvious, it struck him on the head.

“The wiki,” Argrave said.

“The wiki.” Raven narrowed his eyes. “I want you to think about what we could fit in there. Think on it, very hard, because if it’s—"

“The wiki could hold all of the knowledge of this whole world, then have some left to spare.” Argrave started smiling, slowly. “How many words do think fits on one page of a book? Couple hundred? Well, one page of the wiki could have a million, if we wanted it to. And if a wiki’s got a good enough search feature, good enough hyperlinks in the text, you can find whatever the hell you want—go on a deep dive through thousands of hours a work. I’m talking a rabbit hole that starts as a description for one person, and leads to a creation myth about the universe itself.” Argrave laughed. “Honestly—the only limit to how much a wiki can hold is how much work someone is willing to put in to complete it. Raw text doesn’t use much data.”

“Text? It’s a book of some kind? Won’t work, then, we need—”

“No, wikis can have video. Audio, too. Both are rare, but they exist. The only thing that’s lacking in a wiki, I suppose, is sensation… but then, considering it’s the formless Erlebnis’ knowledge, we probably won’t need much actual sensation.” Argrave pried himself from Raven’s grasp and peered into his vast mindscape. “Good lord. I thought all those years working on that wiki was just me wasting my damned life… but god, maybe I was wrong. Maybe I was sorely mistaken.”

Raven walked around to stand in front of Argrave. “It sounds too good to be true. I’ll say it again—the success of this depends on how good the foundation is. You need to have an extremely clear memory of this ‘wiki.’ If it’s not… I’ll leave you for dead.”

“Of course it’s clear. I basically made the damned thing,” Argrave looked at him. “And I can still picture working on it, right now. Hunched in my chair, one monitor with the wiki on the right, the other with Heroes of Berendar on the left, my fingers moving across my old keyboard with the paint on the WASD keys faded away. Had a… a crummy wireless headset. Bought a box of these headsets—they broke fast enough they were basically disposable. Day after day of doing the most mundane stuff—testing the way mechanics worked, reading in-game books and thinking about some fictional universe all too deeply. I’d wake up every morning, get a coffee, then do my best to ignore whatever college deadline I had coming up while I played Heroes of Berendar.” Argrave laughed. “If I put half the damned effort into college as I did that god-damned wiki, I’d be on the dean’s list.”

Raven looked at Argrave without saying a word for a long while, and he was happy enough to be lost in pleasant reminiscence. “Why’d you do it? For others?”

“Was on the spectrum, maybe,” Argrave joked, then shook his head. “Honestly? Just… just enjoyed it. Learning. Exploring. Categorizing. Every little detail… god.” Argrave looked up and laughed. “Been more than two years since I did, but I can say that I’d like nothing more than to do it again. Maybe it was a distraction. Maybe it was an escape. But… hell, what’s wrong with the way anyone has fun, so long as they’re not hurting anyone?”

Raven gave Argrave a glance. He took it as judgmental, but given the way Raven had no clue what a wiki was, he supposed that was merely his insecurity talking.

“Alright. Your memory of it is sharp. Let’s hope it suffices as a store for all of the knowledge that the god of knowledge possessed. Elsewise… hope you enjoy sucking on a straw and mistaking your wife for your mortal enemy. Because your brain will be amply destroyed, otherwise.”

Argrave pointed at Raven. “Worry about yourself, old man.”

Raven inhaled deeply, as if angered. “Once we get you sorted out, you need to get me sorted out. Elsewise… I might just eat you whole. Barely restrained as is. Feel that same call.”

“What?” Argrave looked at him, puzzled.

“Alright. I want you to conjure up a memory of this wiki,” Raven said, carrying on without answering. “As perfect as you can remember it. Every nook and cranny. I’ll work on isolating functions that we can tie up, then move onto categorizing the knowledge. We have the Annals of the Universe as a base, and I still have the information from the Lodestar I took in back in his realm.” He took a deep breath. “Let’s see how much we can salvage of the god of knowledge.”


Chapter 57

“How many bits do we have to attach to movement?” Argrave complained, looking over Raven’s metaphorical shoulder as he worked. “I don’t want to literally ‘jog my memory.’ Could you imagine the looks I get if I wave my arms about every time someone asks me a question I need to think about?”

Argrave sat in his unusual chair, spinning around it while Raven worked hard.

“Focus on your own construction,” Raven criticized.

“I’ve been ready.” Argrave looked backward to his monitor, where the ‘hidden side of the wiki,’ as he called it, waited—the editing screen. “Just need the next bit of input from you.”

Raven caressed his forehead, then focused back on Argrave’s mindscape. It was difficult to gauge precisely how well things were going. Argrave certainly received and processed information incredibly quickly, but the ultimate conclusion to things could only be seen once they separated their minds. As he worked, there was a voice within him that beat hard against his chest. It spoke of how this was a pointless endeavor, how Raven could simply consume Argrave and potentiate him in his moment of weakness. Then… all that knowledge would be his.

But his rational mind of yet had the edge over the instincts. The instincts were swelling, gaining momentum, and it wouldn’t be long before that dam broke. He only hoped that Argrave, at the end of this all, would prove equal to the task of silencing the call of the Smiling Raven. Elsewise, Erlebnis’ gambit might pay off in a grander fashion that he had ever expected.

“We’ll link this segment to the color vermillion,” Raven declared, and Argrave moved his fingers to the mosaic with buttons he called a keyboard.

He changed some things, and the background on the monitor changed to that shade. “Vermillion. Pleasant shade. Let’s hope what’s on it is half as nice.”

***

Sataistador studied the place where Law condensed all of his powers. The ancient god himself, and all of his Justiciars, surrounded the spot where Erlebnis fell. Sataistador thought that Argrave was within there, but he couldn’t be sure—Raccomen enabled him to move anywhere and everywhere. Something was strange, but ultimately, the fact that Law refused the enter the Palace of Heaven would prove to be a huge boon.

And on the subject of proof… it was time for Sataistador to prove something. Namely, ownership. He had lent Governor Zen a weapon of his own hair. He hadn’t been lying when he said he could only make one of those items every millennia—and this time, he had chosen to give it to Zen. But perhaps ‘give’ was the wrong term. It was his. It had always been his. Zen was merely the vehicle by which it travelled, right into the heart of the Palace of Heaven. Right to the Stormfield.

Sataistador sat on one of the highest points before the Palace of Heaven, running his fingers through his long red beard. He slowly braided it, piece after piece, until its massive bulk had been compressed into eight red braids. He took his weapons and with his bare hands began to bend and compress them into rings. When they were fused, he tied these crude rings at the end of his facial hair—one for each of his eight braids. With the rings braided into his beard, he held his arms wide, inhaled deeply, and clapped his palms together.

Tempestuous, chaotic fire poured out of Sataistador’s fingers. Even he was barely capable of containing them, his hands trembling from their power and sizzling from the sheer heat. Forcefully, he lowered his hands. The fire finally found its home in the eight rings. The metal seemed to draw the flames inward, absorbing them, until they were glowing pieces of metal that shone like a red star. Deep, dark smoke danced upward into the air. 

The god of war, chaos, and brutal destruction rose to his feet. Smoke billowed around him, making him seem a demon walking the earth. He bore no weapon in hand. Rather, it was past time to reclaim the one he had lent. It had surely earned much glory, fighting on the frontlines to seize the Palace of Heaven. It would make a fitting weapon for this cycle.

Wind sent the smoke dancing everywhere, obscuring his figure… and when it finally faded away, Sataistador was gone with it.

***

Moments ago—or decades ago, perhaps—Argrave had been watching everything over Raven’s shoulder, telling him what to do. Now, after a nigh-endless amount of processing, sorting, and associating, the roles had been reversed. Raven had gone through an unquantifiable amount of data, yet no matter how much he found, Argrave compressed all of it onto that monitor. Nothing that Raven had ever seen was anything like this wiki, and nor did Erlebnis’ vast knowings contain its like. Argrave alone knew of it.

Raven honed all his focus on it—his intellectual curiosity was one of the only things keeping him grounded amidst the perverse swell of desire of the Smiling Raven. He had to be certain, at least, that this matter was settled. It would make things easier on both counts—consuming Argrave, or unwinding himself enough to walk back from the edge.

“How close are you to being done?” Raven questioned, supporting himself on the back of Argrave’s chair. The thing wobbled unpleasantly.

“Nearly done. Just tweaking some formatting, making things pretty…” Argrave muttered absent-mindedly. Sharp clicks echoed, and boxes appeared on the monitor. He scanned through options, clicking on them quickly. The text changed shapes, sizes. They warped around images and videos that played audio so clearly it was as if it was happening right in front of them.

“How can something so small hold so much?” Raven questioned, letting his curiosity lead him.

Argrave didn’t answer for a time—he started typing furiously, then stopped and stared at the page. “Think of it like an inorganic brain, replete with memory and the ability to perform functions.” He looked back. “Except the functions are what we make it, it’s made of materials rather than flesh, and rather than blood, electricity pumps through its veins.”

Argrave pressed two keys—they said ‘CTRL’ and ‘S.’ A circle appeared in the center of the screen, slowly filling—when it finished, the words ‘progress saved’ appeared in the center. As the words slowly faded, Argrave leaned back in his chair, sighing heavily. “Nothing like a good day of work, right?”

As he stood up out of his chair, Raven felt an icy chill creep over him. He came to a realization. He needed to help Argrave. He needed to show the man—his friend, even—what the true purpose of this all was, what the end goal of all life was. He could take him on a journey. He could take them all. One person, one being, one purpose, one path… one body. There was an army all around, ripe for the picking. All that was needed was a little push. Break his mind, then leave.

A deafening noise, like an explosion, roared through Argrave’s mindscape. Pain flashed through his leg, and Raven fell to the ground, dancing through half a thousand memories. He turned his head, and saw Argrave standing there. The king of Vasquer held a strange metal object, shaped like an L, with an open port on the point facing toward Raven’s head. He wore a strange outfit that was sleek black, and fitted tightly to his frame. It had a black overcoat with stripes atop it, and beneath it a white shirt. There was a bowtie just beneath his neck.

“You probably should’ve told me from the beginning that you were losing it… but you gave enough hints for me to do my own research.” Argrave walked forward. “The only way that you were able to stop being the Smiling Raven was when you were broken, dead. I reviewed the incident.” He tapped his temple. “Did you forget Erlebnis was there? Did you forget he kept your body? I just can’t risk it. But don’t worry—I’ll make you whole again.”

“Wait…! We can do—”

Raven held out his hand, but the metal object in Argrave’s hand roared again with a flash of fire, and blackness fell over him.

***

Argrave stood over Raven’s corpse in his mindscape. He’d wanted a weapon to incapacitate Raven, and in response, his mind had conjured a pinstripe suit and a handgun. Both were already gone, but Raven remained. His form in Argrave’s mindscape had perished from two gunshots.

Still… the Alchemist wasn’t dead. The fragment of his mind that he had sent over here was broken, but the rest of him would be whole and intact. Argrave had done his research before executing him. This would be an immeasurably heavy burden on the Alchemist, and one that he alone might not be able to recover from on his lonesome. He had sacrificed much to bring Argrave back from the brink. And the sum of his efforts?

Argrave looked at his desktop, where the wiki awaited him on its main page. He tried to draw upon any of Erlebnis knowledge, but none of it moved. It was locked within there, and only with an elaborate sequence could Argrave again get at it. Part magical, part mundane, Raven had managed to tame Erlebnis’ knowledge without being overwritten.

Well… not fully overwritten. It remained to be seen how much of what he remembered was accurate. Some wires were crossed. Argrave certainly wasn’t ready to jump back into a fight. But… he didn’t really have much a choice, did he? Argrave went to his computer, pulled back his chair, and sat down. He stared at Raven’s body for a moment.

Argrave would bring him back. He would fix what damage had been done. But for now… he would rest.

Argrave turned back to his desk and searched, ‘how do I get out of my midnscape?’ No results showed up, so he fixed the typo and sent the query again. He clicked the first result, scanned through the page that appeared, recalled his new memories…

And awoke.

***

Argrave woke up with a hand inside of his brain. It was mildly disconcerting, but not entirely novel.

In response, he raised his own hand up, wrapping it around the arm in question. There was an explosion of activity springing from his brain as various motor functions triggered countless knowledges that had been tied up with them. He was reminded of everything of deadly chemicals to the geography of ages back as he pushed the arm out of his head.

Trying his best to ignore the squelching sounds, he slowly pushed the Alchemist away. When his hand was out of Argrave’s brain, he heard a large thud. Presumably the man had fallen over. Argrave felt around, searching for his face. Fortunately, the Alchemist had the good judgment to place it near him. He lifted it back up, making sure it was oriented the right way, and lined it up so he could use it.

“Hey,” Argrave said once his mouth aligned with his throat again. “Law. Can one of your Justiciars hand me the scalpel in the Alchemist’s hand? After that, I need a mirror.”

Argrave took the offered scalpel with his free hand, and used one of the Justiciars’ shield as a mirror to reconnect his face back manually. It was definitely crude… no, more than just crude, it was hard to look at. But the finer details could come later.

“Is he dead?” questioned Law. “The Alchemist.”

Argrave looked at him. “He’s hard to kill. Physically, mentally, he’s badly broken. Might repair the damage on his own, given time. Given what happened to him… it might be best if we don’t let that happen. Not yet. Not before measures are taken to cure him. I want you to look after him. Can you do that?”

“I can,” confirmed Law.

With that settled, Argrave turned to the person he knew could set things straight: his sibling.

“Induen,” Argrave contacted his brother through their mental connection. “What did I miss?”

“Argrave?” A female’s voice came, rather alarmingly. “You bastard! What happened? Are you well?! You’ve been silent for—"

“Who is this?” Argrave questioned. “Where’s Induen?”

“Induen?” the voice repeated disbelievingly. “This… this is Elenore, your sister. Gods, what the hell happened to you?”

Argrave blinked, trying his best to adapt as quickly as he could. Things were still badly crossed in his head—he was certain Elenore had died in a swamp… or perhaps just outside of the Tower of the Gray Owl. Fortunately, he had the intellectual reasoning enough to recognize his memories might be faulty, damaged.

Elenore carried on as Argrave’s head spun. “Listen to me, very carefully. I’m trying to help you. Anneliese has her suspicions that the god of war is trying something. You need to… I don’t know,” he heard desperate panic in her voice—concern for him. Some memories realigned in Argrave’s heads as emotions dredged them up. His blind sister. His sister, who he loved dearly. He’d helped her once or twice, given her a new perspective, so to speak… but she’d helped him over a million times. He couldn’t forget that.

Elenore continued. “You need to retreat, or get to safety, or get to someone that can help you. Do you understand me? We can’t lose you. I can’t lose you. Just get out of there. Something’s wrong with you, wrong with your head. We can help.”

Argrave rose to his feet, his limbs functioning surprisingly well. “Can’t run. Not now. Tell Anneliese to get to safety, if necessary. If Galamon is trying something, I’m going to see what I might know about that. He has to be using Governor Ji Meng as his conduit. I’m going to look it up on the wiki, see what I can’t find.”

Argrave prepared to dive into the wiki he’d just made, searching for any clue about what the god of war might be up to. He only hoped it would be enough… but above all, hoped he could manage it in time.


Chapter 58

Zen clenched the red blade that Sataistador had gifted him tightly, then wiped some sweat off his brow. He kneeled in a place he had been only a few times before, despite his efforts to come as often as he could. He stood atop a glass cover, peering down at something that could be considered both a work of art and a feat of unimaginable intelligence: the Stormfield. This array, contained within glass, was the heart of the Palace of Heaven. It was the true last bastion for the rulers of the Great Chu... and now, once again, it was returned to its rightful owners.

Zen sighed, but the movement of black smoke before his vision made him turn his head about wildly. Was something here, something that he had missed? The gods that had come with him had totally destroyed the meager garrison Erlebnis had abandoned here, but perhaps there was some trick that they had missed. He caught the eye of Anneliese, who had been scrutinizing him relentlessly. Now, there was deep unease etched in her face.

“What’s the matter?” Zen called out.

Anneliese didn’t respond. She backed away, clenching that staff of hers tightly. Instead, she spoke to the other gods in this room; the triumphant Rook, Raccomen, and Almazora. “Something’s happening with him!”

Zen felt a great deal of alarm at her words, but when he opened his mouth to ask further questions, black smoke poured out from his lungs. He started to taste it, started to smell it. The smoke... it was as though the smoke itself was made of blood, bile, tears, gore. As he tasted it more and more, he started to feel it. It burned his insides like acid. His lungs, his stomach, his throat, his ears, his eyes, his nose; he felt its burn, but more than that, he felt it move.

Like a thousand slugs wriggling around inside his body, the smoke wormed and writhed. He raised his hands up, but his right hand... it refused to release the blade in his hand. With reason enough to recognize it might be the cause, he tried to pry it from his right hand with his left. It pulled away slightly, but in so doing revealed that tendrils on its surface had dug their way deep inside of his body. He held out a hand to Anneliese and the gods near her for help... and as he did, he saw a hand burst free of his neck. It reached for the blade in his hand, and as though taking an implement from a child, gently plucked the blade from Zen.

“Thank you for keeping this safe,” he heard a voice—though one, he might’ve sworn it sounded like many.

Then... darkness.

***

Sataistador crawled out of Zen’s body, pulling himself free of his now-useless husk. He had witnesses to his sudden arrival—Argrave’s wife Anneliese, the victorious Rook, Raccomen, Almazora... but then, the fact they stood there without doing much of anything told him all he needed to know. They had no clue what he intended to do. They were totally ignorant of how or why he was here.

What was the goal of the god of war, chaos, and brutal destruction? That was one of those questions wherein thinking too hard on the matter might lead one to the wrong answer. Sataistador wanted war, chaos, and brutal destruction; it was right in the name, plain as day. It always surprised him how people searched for answers even when he blatantly told them his intent from the beginning. It was his domain, his sphere. He craved it instinctively as much as he did intellectually. It was in those three things that the lesser could become the greater, or the greater become the lesser.

The Great Chu, with its orderly cities, its robust network of canals, its rigid bureaucracy, its multiple millennia of existence... Sataistador hated it more than anything. He hated that he had failed in taking the Palace of Heaven before, and hated that it had resisted his robust attempts to completely and utterly wipe it off the map. So long as it existed, there was a living monument to the failure of his divinity. It, more than anything, was the antithesis to his being. The Great Chu was order, relentless resistance.

Because it stood in Sataistador’s path, he and Kirel Qircassia made obvious allies. They had collaborated in previous cycles, and intended to do so today. Kirel had his sky tower, and now Sataistador had the Stormfield; they complemented each other in a way soon to be revealed. Each had a rudimentary understanding of the others’ sphere of divinity, and through that had come this cooperation. Qircassia wanted open land and sky, while Sataistador wanted to level everything that had been built on the land. It was a match made in heaven; specifically, the Palace of Heaven.

“Do you have any idea what the Stormfield is fully capable of?” Sataistador called out, looking down on the array in question. With Zen dead, no one was controlling it any longer. The light beneath the glass covering slowly faded, like embers losing their heat. “Few enough do. One of the ones who did recently perished.”

As he waited for an answer, Sataistador realized he was getting caught up in a trap that had claimed so many others: gloating. It was unbecoming of him. He should do what he must, then save the words for whatever remained afterward.

“Whatever it is you're doing, do you honestly think that you can hold your own against Law, all of us?” Almazora stepped forward. Magic for miles around heeded her call, ready to aid the deity in whatever she had planned.

“Don’t need to burn a man to ash to end his life. Just cut his throat… watch him bleed.”

Sataistador raised his dagger up to his throat, and plunged it in deep. He fell to his knees, grinning as his beard billowed smoke and his throat poured blood. Indeed—blood. As it poured, he pulled his knife out.

“They always speak of kingsblood in prophecies… but did they ever deign to mention godsblood?” Sataistador’s grin widened as his throat gurgled, and he licked the edge of his blade. “Let me show you what it can do, where it can be… most appreciated.”

“Can’t speak for all kings, but I know my blood is more valuable than yours,” shouted someone as they ran in.

Argrave leaned up against the wall, staring at Sataistador. His face was strangely… crooked.

“You’re an even bigger liar than I am, Sataistador.” The king of Vasquer strutted in proudly. “That’s right. I know your real name.”

Sataistador was confused what the king was talking about… but then, none of that really mattered. Once someone was caught in an ambush, that was the end of things.

***

From the very first entry on the god of war’s wiki page, everything that Argrave thought he’d known about the god of war had been tossed out the window. Firstly, his name wasn’t Galamon—it was actually Sataistador.

The deity that Argrave knew as Galamon carefully cultivated an image. His image was that of a lone warrior wandering the world, playing the role of a chaotic mercenary. He fought only for himself, though sometimes deigned to help out the highest bidder with whatever conflict they had. Unpredictable, pragmatic, ruthless, utterly callous, and as much a master of deception and subterfuge as Rook himself. There were tales of his resilience, of his indestructability. No matter how many blows he took, he never seemed to fall. He bragged about walking the world alone, while disparaging those who made divine servants.

He had threatened Argrave, once, to travel around as one man, wantonly attacking places as he consigned Argrave’s kingdom to a slow death by attrition. He possessed some evidence to back that claim up—his ability to appear anywhere, at seemingly anytime, gave one the impression that he was capable of enacting the same sort of chaos throughout the kingdom. His information-gathering abilities were extremely good… and he claimed to do all of it himself.

It was all one huge lie. At least in this day and age, wars were only fought with armies. Sataistador wasn’t a one-man army. He was an army of one.

It might seem semantic, but for moments like this it explained the inexplainable. Every bit of Sataistador, from the smallest fragment of the nails on his hand, the countless hairs on his head, the weapons that he bore, or the blood that spilled from his neck right now… it was all constructed of countless individuals. Sataistador hadn’t given Governor Zen a weapon forged of his divinity—he’d lent the man an army, a Trojan Horse. Now that he was behind the fortress walls, the warriors hidden within were spilling atop the Stormfield. Their intent was beyond nefarious—it was apocalyptic.

“Anneliese, everyone,” Argrave said, using a blanket term in case he was misremembering their names. “I need all of you to heed my word absolutely. If you can do that, then we have a good chance. If not… I’m afraid we’re going to lose this battle. We’re outnumbered by a few billion, after all, and unless we kill them all… the hell won’t ever end.”


Chapter 59

Argrave was the only one who could stop Sataistador.

That wasn’t a grandiosity complex, merely the facts of the situation. Argrave should’ve put some of the pieces together when he saw Governor Ji Meng tear his own rib out to make the array that warded away divinity. The governor was dead now, unfortunately, but at least he got to see his granddaughter’s wedding.

Regardless, the Stormfield was shamanic magic, true enough. But it was more than that. It was blood magic.

“Thief god, space god, I need you to defend me from Sataistador. He’s quiet enough now, but in a few moments, everything inside and outside the Palace of Heaven is going to become a warzone as his little soldiers show their face. Almazora, I need you to amplify the power of the blood in my body. And Anneliese… I need you to keep me alive.”

He spoke only the names he had verified in Erlebnis’ wiki. All except Anneliese, that is. He would never confuse her with another. Unless he was, which would be rather embarrassing.

“What are you talking about?” Anneliese questioned as Argrave looked upon Sataistador, who still kneeled bleeding.

“Why should we take orders from the man with a crooked face?” Space god questioned—he thought the name was Raccomen, but he couldn’t be sure.

Argrave ran his hand over his face. Was it crooked? He thought he’d put it back on right. He dropped his hand down and pointed. “You’re talking to me about being crooked, after that stunt you pulled? Listen, tomorrow I can be straight, but you’ll be dead forever if you don’t shut up and suit up. I promise I can explain everything after this is over.” Argrave conjured a dagger of blood magic, then walked out onto the glass cover of the Stormfield and kneeled. “I learned some things. Just do as I say, or this whole continent is going to fall into chaos.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Sataistador gurgled, looking at Argrave as smoke billowed all around him. He seemed like an erupting volcano, wreathed in smoke while his neck erupted with blood. “You have no idea what you’re doing.”

But in the smoke, figures danced—figures eerily similar to the god of war. The army, it would seem, was on the march. The first wave of soldiers was soon to arrive.

Argrave rolled up his right sleeve. “Almazora—do your part. Empower my blood. I know you can do that—I read all about it.”

“You want me to amplify the magic in your blood?” The goddess of magic walked up behind him, kneeling. “I trust your intentions, but what you’re asking… it could kill you, even with Anneliese’s intervention. And even if it doesn’t, it could be a similar experience as what you experienced to gain this black blood in the first place, after.”

“I’m twisted up enough already. I’m certain I’ll live—I saw it, clear as day, in the wiki. Still, I can’t beat him unless you lend me some of your power. So, do it,” he commanded her, as he rolled up his other sleeve.

“Clench your teeth.” She put her hand on the back of his head… and in a few moments, Argrave’s body caught aflame.

Pushing hard against the pain, Argrave raised the dagger of blood he held up, then slit both of his wrists. These weren’t attention-getting cuts from a teenager, either—he committed, starting the incision at the bottom of the forearm and ending just below the hand on both arms.

Sataistador laughed, and Argrave lifted his head as his black blood poured across the glass plate on the floor. He met the god of war’s green eyes. Fire burned within each of his two orbs.

“Should’ve killed you before I came in. Erlebnis… maybe the bastard was right in losing his cool, desperately trying to kill you. It looks like he broke his word, blabbed about my intentions to you. But even still… we’ll meet on the field of battle.” Sataistador grinned eerily. “All of us.”

Argrave whispered back through the pain, “I’m counting on it.”

As Argrave’s blood poured into atop the glass covering, he felt his mind going away from him. Maybe it was blood loss. Maybe it was his Erlebnisitis. But when the darkness rose to take him, he heard the distant call of thunder, and knew where he was going.

Argrave was going to the Stormfield. There, the god of war awaited him of the field of battle.

***

Argrave might’ve been able to arrive in time to stop Sataistador before his tragic suicide attempt if he hadn’t taken so long researching other things. He might’ve been able to talk the man back from the ledge, so to speak. But then, perhaps he wouldn’t have. There was no point in worrying about hypotheticals, especially not when what he learned was coming into play.

The Stormfield, just as the arrays that warded the divine, was blood magic. It was made of the blood of its creator, the first emperor of the Great Chu. His blood alongside his ingenuity lent the arrays incredible power, incredible dominance, over the entire continent. But another feature of theirs had been behind Sataistador’s defeat.

Sacrifice.

Argrave had read in great detail how Sataistador had failed against the Palace of Heaven. Frankly… he hadn’t. In another time, during another cycle, Sataistador had overcome the same odds that Argrave had. He breached the walls of the fortress, and was going to enter triumphantly. Before he could, the Emperor of the Great Chu at the time disemboweled himself just above the Stormfield. The death of one mortal man was sufficient to empower the Stormfield such that Sataistador suffered a defeat so humiliating he refused to even speak of it. 

Since then, Sataistador had an obsession over the Great Chu, and doubly over the weapon that had caused his defeat. Every cycle, he had tried in one way or another to dismantle the empire—to tear it apart, piece by piece. Sometimes it fragmented, sometimes it fell into civil war… but it never truly ceased to exist, and the Palace of Heaven never truly fell. Until now, that is. Now, Sataistador had used a trick to commandeer the weapon that had defeated him so many years ago.

But Argrave followed after him.

Though Argrave had been consumed by darkness, the harsh bark of thunder jolted his eyes open, and he turned his head around frantically. He spotted an axe soaring through the air, headed right for him. Argrave instinctively sent out a blood echo and teleported, and it worked flawlessly. Argrave looked around to see an endless plateau of stone, with a purple sky above that danced with the power of a thousand electric storms.

“The gall on you,” Sataistador shouted from across the plain of stone from where he’d thrown that axe. Lightning bore down everywhere, followed a few seconds after by the sound of thunder. “Following me here. I’m going to give you some praise, Argrave. You’re a soldier I’d have loved to have on my side, back in the day. Stone cold, brilliant, and with balls big enough to shrug off Erlebnis’ assault to come pick a fight with me right after. Makes my damn heart pound.” Sataistador—or this one fragment of him, at least—prepared to rush at Argrave.

Argrave looked around, searching for any coming ambush. This place was flat and endless, with few places to hide. Just from the context of the situation, Argrave suspected that it was the Stormfield. The few crevices Argrave saw weren’t large enough to hide one of the many soldiers in Sataistador’s army. It was this one alone, now—an advance scout, maybe. Argrave suspected that soon enough the whole of his army would come to Argrave.

As Argrave readied to fight, he spotted some movement in a crevice just behind Sataistador. His face warped with shock when Governor Ji Meng crept out from the darkness, then cast some magic right into the back of Sataistador’s head. The lone soldier’s head blew clean off in a burst of flame, and the one fragment of the god of war turned into a spirit.

“Argrave!” the governor shouted. “These damned things are everywhere. What in heaven is going on? Where are we?!”

“Governor,” Argrave greeted the man, approaching cautiously. He couldn’t be sure if this was a trick just yet. But then… if Ji Meng had spilled his blood atop the glass covering over the Stormfield, it made sense that he was here. “I think you and I are in the Stormfield.”

“What?!” the governor looked all around as lightning continued to brighten the gloomy stone plateau. “What do you mean, ‘we’re in the Stormfield?’ It’s not a location, it’s a—”

“Just shut your mouth,” Argrave interrupted him, looking around. “Sataistador used you. He’s been using from the beginning; you were just too blind to see it. You took him right to this place—you and that stupid weapon he gave to you.” Argrave grabbed his shoulder. “Whatever. We can reminiscence about how stupid you were later. Right now you, Ji Meng, are going to help me take dominance over this place. I don’t know precisely what’s happening, but we’re inside the Stormfield. We have to win control over it from the god of war.”

The governor looked extremely confused, about more subject than one. He babbled, “But why is he…? I mean, what’s his aim? What’s here for us?”

“Sataistador spilled his blood onto the array. That’s taken him here, to what I assume is the Stormfield. You… uh, you spilt some blood, too, so you’re also here. I did as well. Right now, I think all three of us are in this together. What ‘here’ is, or what the future holds… I’m not entirely sure.”

Ji Meng closed his eyes. “Then… this must be the sacrifice to the Stormfield. I’d heard about it from legends, but I thought—”

“You thought wrong. It’s real. I did this with the suspicion Sataistador intends to imbue the array with a power of his—the fire of chaos. I’m certain he’s going to send it to the sky tower, where it’ll be cast across the whole of the Great Chu.” Argrave waved his hand. “The Stormfield, Sataistador’s fire of chaos… it’ll have power enough to wipe the whole slate clean. No more Great Chu. That’s what both of them want.”

“How in heaven can we best a god, alone?”

“This is a battle of blood, Ji Meng.” Argrave tapped his face. “Sataistador smuggled a small army inside his blood. But me, I brought magic. Loads of magic. So, let’s work from there.”

“Why do you keep calling me…? Never mind. Where do we start?” Ji Meng looked around everywhere. “I mean… I studied the damn thing, but all of this is new territory to me.”

“Good question,” Argrave conceded. “Erlebnis didn’t know, either—he just had theories, some small few tests, but it’s not enough to explain this. This place feels as real as the one I left.” Argrave looked around for a few long moments, lost in thought. He focused intensely. “At the very least, Sataistador’s surely got the same questions. So, let’s figure it out.”


Chapter 60

Zen was quite certain that Argrave had lost his mind.

First, it started with the name mix-up. He thought that Argrave was calling him Ji Meng as some sort of joke or pointed barb, but as time carried on, it became painfully obvious that Argrave genuinely thought his name was Ji Meng. Argrave carried himself with such force and confidence that it was difficult to even consider correcting him.

Second, as they explored this strange realm—the Stormfield, as he called it, and as Zen had come to accept—Argrave often retreated into itself. He would stop speaking for a few minutes at a time, making strange hand movements that might’ve been spasms. When he was finished, he would emerge from this state acting as though he knew everything, like he’d just seen some vision that told them everything they needed to know about the situation. For instance…

“Do you know what this place is?” Argrave asked. He’d been standing on the top of a high peak overlooking the vast plateau of stone for the past hour, yet then suddenly he opened his eyes again and asked that question. In that time, Zen had studied their surroundings on his lonesome. The terrain was very familiar, but much of it was blocked out beneath the haze of the purple sky above.

Zen shook his head. “No. I mean, I think it’s familiar, but I can’t say for—”

“It’s a Phillensian Soul Model. According to everything I’m reading, it wasn’t copied from its inventor. The Emperor of the Great Chu must’ve developed it independently, centuries before Phillen ever did. A genius man indeed. And unlike the Phillensian Soul Model, it’s using our blood as the conduit to our souls. Meaning, to enter and leave the model… the person doesn’t need to perish. And like I suspected, the strength and amount of the blood in question determines the power the soul is capable of exerting.”

Zen nodded as if anything Argrave said made sense. He’d studied the Stormfield, but had heard nothing about Soul Models or ever heard the name Phillen.

“So, what’s the plan?” Zen questioned.

“This place is a model of the whole mountain that the Palace of Heaven is based atop of,” Argrave explained with extreme confidence. “It’s a model without the gates, without everything—just land and sky. I suspect under ordinary circumstances, we’d see everything we don’t—the buildings and all those within them. We’d be able to control the Stormfield—be a hidden hand of god, dominating the battlefield. But with all of our blood mixing into the vessel, and with none of us submitting to one another, the Stormfield isn’t functioning quite right.”

“Right. That’s a sensible deduction,” Zen agreed, not quite sure what he was agreeing to. It sounded right, but how could Argrave know this?

“So, we have to kill every last bit of Sataistador, or make him submit—but I think we both know that’s not likely.” Argrave stroked his chin. “And once that all happens, we’ll have the whole might of the Stormfield at our disposal. The hand of god.” He looked at Zen. “I’m going to give you control of it. And then, we’re going to do Sataistador like he was done before. We’re going to break him. And this time, he’s not going to be getting back up.”

“I’m not sure what it is I’m agreeing to,” Zen finally admitted, sensing that he was being called upon to do something dangerous.

“It’s simple.” Argrave put his hand on Zen’s shoulder. “Have you ever heard of a battle between souls?”

“That’s the domain of necromancy.” Zen narrowed his eyes.

“Not necessarily. Don’t be narrow-minded, Ji Meng.” Argrave shook his head like he was disappointed. “In a battle of souls, you can conjure whatever your mind can imagine. It’s a straight-up slugging match of willpower. A Phillensian Soul Model is similar, but it has certain dictates imposed. So—once Sataistador is out of the picture, you’ll be subject to those dictates. Namely, you’ll be bestowed with the ability to use the Stormfield to your whims. Then, you’ll put an end to all of our enemies. Simple enough?”

Zen thought it did sound simple enough, but he wasn’t entirely sure how Argrave had come to any of these conclusions. Still, he gave a cautious nod. “But you said to do that, we have to kill Sataistador. What gives you any confidence we can do that?”

“Like I said—the strength of the blood is proportionate to the strength that the soul can exert in the model.” Argrave tapped his temple. “I came prepared. Do you know what it’s like to have unlimited magic power?”

“By magic, you mean vital force?”

“I forget—you call it vital force.” Argrave shook his head. “Yes, unlimited vital force. Do you have any idea what’s that like? Because I do. I have a very good memory of what that’s like. I have experience using it, too. And since Almazora helped me out, it’s like the days when I had Erlebnis’ blessing.”

“Well, what’re you going to do with it?” Zen questioned, indulging him.

“I think I’m going to see if I can use S-rank spells.” Argrave tapped his temple. “It’s all in my head so clearly, it feels like I just need to reach out and grab it. I’ve been watching videos about it for what feels like days. I’ve got the itch, and I’ve got a rather nice testing ground.”

“I was told you’re an A-rank spellcaster.” Zen crossed his arms.

“Was. Now it all seems so obvious, so easy.” Argrave scratched his cheek, smiling. “What the hell is an army before absolute power? I suppose we’ll see. So—all this sound good, Ji Meng?”

And as the third bit of evidence that Argrave had lost his mind… he decided to face off against Sataistador, alone, while experimenting whether or not he was capable of casting S-rank spells.

“Yeah, it… sounds good,” Zen reluctantly consented, without much say in the matter.

***

Though Anneliese had nearly succumbed to panic upon seeing what Argrave had done, she had managed to steel herself. He often did dangerous things, but cutting his wrists was a new one—he was generally a little more subtle about his suicide attempts. After so many tries, he’d never once succeeded in taking his own life, so she obeyed his words calmly and kept him alive. Perhaps that was the reason he failed so often—her keeping him alive, that is.

Almazora had imbued Argrave with enough magic to kill him, and Anneliese used her [Life Cycle] to pry it free gently while keeping what little blood he had left circulating. As he lay there, the majority of his blood gone, Anneliese could feel a strange energy pulsing between him and the Stormfield—it was present in Sataistador, too, though his divinity muffled the sensation enough she barely noticed. That had been all she needed to focus on, at first… but as Argrave promised, the whole of this place descended into chaos.

An army ambushed all of them, as though simply appearing out of thin air. It was an army of the most hardened soldier in the world, repeated infinitely.

Anneliese heard some from Elenore, and saw some on her own in this place. Sataistador—in multiple forms, and of varying strengths—surrounded the Palace of Heaven, directly attacking Argrave’s armies. He had bowmen, infantrymen, and spellcasters all. They harried their soldiers efficiently, pinning them down. The tables had turned—it was Argrave’s forces under siege, now, from a numerically superior opponent.

Their foes never extended themselves so much as to force a serious confrontation. Meanwhile, stronger, more formidable forms of the god of war did battle with the gods. Even Law was forced on the backfoot—not from their power, but from their strategy. Sataistador had divided his forces so effectively that they were at a standstill. In time, their superior strength might make itself known, but for now, it was a deadlock. Meanwhile, the Qircassian Coalition descended in force, redoubling the pressure.

As for where Anneliese resided, Rook and Raccomen fought the seemingly-endless waves that came from the inert ‘body’ of Sataistador as his blood pumped into the Stormfield. As above, so below; though they were certainly his superior in terms of strength, they were far inferior in terms of strategy and effectiveness. Rook had power, but wasn’t yet used to it. Even if he was, the Sataistador infantrymen weren’t easily broken, constantly covered by the bowmen. And lurking behind all of that was the god of war’s spellcasters, ready and willing to inflict serious damage upon any who slipped up at all. Almazora dealt with what few attacks got past.

Anneliese felt like a sitting duck, trapped in the dark. But her eyes told of a hidden dance, too—one just as severe, just as powerful. She had [Truesight]. She could see beyond the pale, to realms hidden and unknown. And she saw unimaginable power dancing in the darkness. Dim echoes, carrying the signature of the man she knew better than anyone.

As she sat there, keeping the magic from overwhelming him, she knew that his soul echoed out in some strange eternity. Argrave was fighting desperately in a realm that was neither mortal nor divine. The echoes of his power were like a distant chime hidden behind the main song of war… but without these chimes, the song would feel hollow, and empty.

And just alongside Argrave’s power was another instrument, another beat. A drum. Constant, loud, and bassy, it rumbled Anneliese’s heart and sparked dread. It was a drum of war, a drum of the march. Anneliese had no evidence, but she felt conviction in what was occurring. The Stormfield. Argrave and Sataistador were fighting to see who would claim it.

***

The constant barrage of arrows seeking to end Argrave’s life were as constant as the noises of thunder all around. Argrave soared through the sky, using spells he’d never even heard of for unmatched mastery in this fight. If he looked inward, there was little he couldn’t find—the magic coursed through his body as freely as it ever had, and his mind was the sharpest it’d been. Perhaps his Undying Soul was giving an edge in the fight.

But his enemy… their ferocity was limitless.

A vast horde of red-haired warriors, each of their beards billowing smoke into the air, sought to claim Argrave’s body as a trophy. The moment he alighted, they descended upon him with an axe. If he took to the air, their arrows shot upward in numbers enough to snuff the stars. Any spells he cast—and indeed, he cast a great many—were met by wards of equivalent strength. Footmen, bowmen, and spellmen—with a sound strategy and good fighters to carry out that strategy, it felt insurmountable. 

“Do you want to know what I often told myself in war?” The army shouted, as one. Their combined voices were loud enough that noise echoed off distant peaks, hurting Argrave’s ears. “If only I had more good soldiers, everything would be a damned picnic. Talented people—you know the type! If you tell them to do something, they can do it. You tell them to shoot a bow, they’re going to hit their target. You tell them to fight a man, they’re going to win. You tell them to follow a strategy, they do it without question, without flaw! You’re one of them, and you’ve got some of them. Anneliese, Elenore. They get things done.”

Argrave soared upward into the air as more arrows rose up to claim his life. Wind billowed from his fingertips, caressing his body gently as it took him to the heavens.

“What I wanted, Argrave, was an army of people like that,” their great choir shouted. “With that, the whole damned world would kneel. But I couldn’t get a thousand good men. Time and time again, you get people fucking up at the wrong time. Always a weak link, always a chain snapping when pressure’s applied. Being a leader, a real leader, you start to learn it’s not about telling people what to do. It’s about being able to handle the incompetence you get.”

Argrave wasn’t able to answer—countless bolts of lighting rose up into the air to smite him, and he made wards enough to block them away as he got some space with his blood echoes.

“There’s a simple maxim. If you want something done right, you do it yourself!” Sataistador’s army roared, and the noise of a thousand axes banging against a thousand shields echoed across this replica of the mountain. “Maybe you get that. Maybe that’s why you’re here.”

“And maybe you’re just an asshole!” Argrave shouted in frustration.

Forget damaging Sataistador—he barely had the time to breathe, let alone attack. He had limitless power at his fingertips, and none of it was working out. Something needed to change.

All the countless Sataistador’s laughed, their voices echoing across the whole world. “Maybe I am. But it doesn’t matter how you carry yourself, so long as you’re the winner in the end. Then, you can write the story however you want.”

“I’ll be sure to tell everyone what you were like once I win, then,” Argrave called out, then spit as he looked upon Sataistador’s horde of soldiers. "Because I don't see any good men down there, much less a thousand."


Chapter 61

Pain was a frightful thing. It was meant to be frightful by instinct, meant to ward the experiencer away from something that was doing them harm. Argrave had developed much of his strategy around the avoidance of pain. He was well-accustomed to experiencing it when he had time to prepare, whether becoming black blooded, or ascending to A-rank. But getting hit? It simply wasn’t part of his strategy.

As the fight with Sataistador dragged on, Argrave realized that he was fighting the same way in this soul model as he generally did in reality. He harried his opponent with blood echoes, but Sataistador’s troops were perhaps the only Argrave had dealt with that managed to essentially avoid any and all damage with clever placement of spellcasters throughout the army. Command was always a step ahead, and neither infantrymen nor archers were ever exposed to true risk. Sataistador was an old hand at this war business.

Anyone with a keen understanding of the matter—the Alchemist, perhaps—would point out how fundamentally foolish playing cautiously was, right now. Argrave had an Undying Soul. There was enough testament to its strength in the name alone. Yet rather than take advantage of that, Argrave hid in the background, letting his other boons speak for him. His soul was to become the crux of their plan against Gerechtigkeit… yet he was not endeavoring to use it whatsoever.

He had power enough. He had knowledge enough. He had skill enough. What he lacked in this battle was the willingness to shoulder risk. Sataistador invoked the fear of pain in Argrave, but he didn’t truly deserve that—not anymore. This realization was a moment of clarity that made Argrave stop all movement, look to the sky, and burst upward with powerful wind magic. Before long, even Sataistador’s jeering went out of earshot. Argrave could hear the lightning crackling in the clouds all around him, yet there were moments of peace so high that he embraced to prepare for what was coming.

At what felt like the peak, the natural summit, Argrave simply stopped. No more wards, no more spells. He let the air claim him, and fell down as fast as gravity would permit. He kept his eyes open against the stinging winds even though he felt it might crush his eyes. The thousands of distant men seemed like ants, but in seconds they became full-bodied figures with their sights trained on Argrave alone.

Seconds before impact, Argrave slowed his fall with a spell and alighted with tremendous—if survivable—force. He was right in the heart of Sataistador’s forces, and he became equal parts chaos to what Sataistador had offered. All of the elements he had at his disposal roared out, tearing into the manifold god of war with magic from his hands and his blood echoes. But just as Argrave hit, so was he hit. There was hardly any strategy to it at all, just a brutish slugging match… but who better for such a game than one who was undying in this arena?

Arrows, spells, even stray axes—they came at him unrelentingly from all sides. They struck true, and they pained him. Defense was cast to the wayside as each of the other accepted that once the other obtained advantage, the battle would slowly slip away just as a snowball grows larger rolling down a hill. Reserve troops came from hidden recesses, archers took higher ground, spellcasters assumed defensive roles while keeping powerful magic close at hand like waiting spears, and infantrymen rushed forth with their shields at the ready. What had been skirmishes between reluctant enemy became a melee.

“You neglected to remember one thing, Argrave,” Sataistador’s army called out in unison. “I am not war alone.”

In moments, Sataistador’s waiting trap was sprung. The myriad bodies composing his army burst into red flames, and the haunting smell of burning hair and searing flesh filled the air. The fire ate through everything—wood, stone, steel, ice, fire, or lightning; it took them all as fuel every bit as potent as gasoline. Everything that Argrave sent outward to combat it only made it rise ever hotter. Sataistador himself wasn’t spared the ill effects of his flame; such was the nature of the fire of chaos. It burns through all it touches.

Soon enough, Argrave felt that flame touching him, too. Of all the pain he’d experienced in moments past, nothing could compare to the fire of chaos that Sataistador had nurtured for his long life. It was pure havoc, and it fed on destruction in a manner most brutal. As it climbed across Argrave’s skin, soaking inside to set his blood boiling and his organs shriveling… he’d never forgotten its potential, not for a moment. He’d just remembered a sacred adage, often espoused by the great wisdom-givers that had instructed Argrave in the art of physical education.

No pain, no gain.

***

A lance of crimson fire erupted into the air, straight out of the Palace of Heaven. It broke past the floor and walls, melting away great sections of the supposedly impenetrable walls in a corkscrew of reckless power. Kirel Qircassia’s sky tower, floating high above, made no attempt to defend or dodge. Instead, the whole of it shifted to accommodate this destructive fire. It had been waiting.

The fire of chaos coiled into the walls of the sky tower, turning the white clouds a haunting red as it ascended and empowered these flames further. Meanwhile, that on the outer edge of the tower shifted, twisted, as it had countless times before to prepare for a bombardment. The people watching it—even gods as great as Law—could only watch in abject fear as they felt the incredible power erupting forth from that fire. It bore such an unmistakable sense of havoc that even mortal men untrained in the matters of the magical could feel it… feel it, and fear it. Around the continent, dread budded in the hearts of all.

Then, the fire exploded upward in a display of unprecedented beauty. The fire seemed a budding rose, while the white clouds of the sky tower seemed the stem. It seemed to burn away the sky itself, turning all above from blue to a deep and rich black like perfect framing for the painting. Some few moments after the sight, came the sound—a deep, bassy rumbling that was tremorous enough to set the earth rumbling.

The fiery flower petals reached their apex and, as if plucked by invisible hands, broke free from their white stem. Doubt flickered in the minds of many, who wondered in light of the beauty if their fear was unwarranted. Their hopeful doubts were put to rest when these fiery petals stopped their ascent, shattering into a thousand crimson comets that plummeted back toward the earth, leaving a trail of red and black in their wake.

Color began to drain from the skies. In time, the only sight that persisted above the skies of the Great Chu were that of red and black. Those that had never seen Gerechtigkeit briefly considered if this, perhaps, was it. People screamed, prayed, and clutched their loved ones tightly to say what they thought might be their last goodbyes.

And the one person who might’ve reveled in what was to come… he, too, panicked.

Sataistador’s army—unrelenting in its assault, adaptable beyond compare, began to rout. They fled toward the Palace of Heaven with such abandon their foes too bewildered to give chase. Even Law was hard-pressed to stop them from pouring through the holes in the fortress. It became clear in a few moments why that was, when the crimson comets in the sky turned inward.

The thousands of bolts of flame curved inward, back toward the Palace of Heaven and all above it. They wound about that ferocious cannon of clouds, writhing and tightening like a python or a vice. Then, the fires of chaos tore through those white clouds as though they were as fluffy as they appeared. Countless gods and divine servants erupted out into the sky, to escape the burning building, but the fire of chaos had already claimed them. Spirits flowed freely, and no one had the gall to claim them. They could only flee, lest it eat through all of them. Kirel Qircassia himself fled into his divine realm, warding away any that sought for refuge with ethereal black and white hands.

In a few minutes, all that remained of the sky tower was thin wisps on a black background. Then, with nothing left to destroy, the fires next plummeted downward toward the Palace of Heaven with far more ferocity than gravity alone could muster. They sought the frantic legions of the god of war, smiting him with righteous fury of vengeance. There was a will behind them—an anger of a life betrayed, of a man used. The attacks had the razor precision of an administrator. When they struck, all that remained were deep, smoldering craters.

Sataistador sought the Palace of Heaven for cover, yet weakened as it was, the walls proved little resistance against the weapon of his own making. There was a humor few could appreciate; those countless millennia ago, Sataistador had used the fire of chaos to break through the fort’s walls. Now, it broke them again in pursuit of eradicating all he stood for.

***

After the eruption of crimson fire from the Stormfield, the only two still remaining near the array were Argrave and Anneliese. She had been holding him tightly when the bombardment started coming, but as time progressed, she found him too hot to hold. Looking upon him, she could see the price he was paying for this attack. To control it, Argrave had welcomed the fire of chaos into his very soul. Now it rampaged through his body just as it wreaked havoc outside.

Argrave’s soul, ever brilliant, was being burnt away. Knowing this, and knowing what he had tasked her with, Anneliese took the weapon forged of Veid’s heart in her left, while her right reached back out toward that intense flame. Whatever the cost, she would not let him pass away. She placed her bare hand upon his face, and welcomed that fell flame using [Life Cycle].

The pain of the fire of chaos was so intense that Anneliese could not even hear her own screams. The only thing that kept her going was Argrave’s golden soul, which regained some of its sheen due to her efforts. The icy chill of Veid’s heart, though present, was the equivalent of an ice cube before magma. Just when she felt she might succumb to the heat, she felt someone new help her.

Anneliese dimly recognized the presence of Lira, goddess of connections, and Rook, god of deception and subterfuge. Lira had opened a bridge of some kind between herself and Rook, and through it, diverted the unrelenting tide of the fire of chaos somewhat. Then, another balm came, and she felt the kind yet unrelenting aura of Law as one of his domains empowered her.

With some cognition returned, Anneliese could see hundreds of thousands of soldiers in Sataistador’s army coming down upon them, seeking to end Argrave from without just as his fire killed from within. There was a ferocity brought about only by desperation, and Anneliese could see the terror writ in the ancient god’s face as his own weapon was turned against him. Yet the fire of chaos, or the other gods of the Blackgard Union, proved a stalwart barrier.

When Anneliese again looked upon Argrave’s soul, she saw only dim specks of the fire of chaos, slowly extinguished by its brilliance. And seeing that, all strength left her. She fell upon Argrave. There was a cost to be paid to endure such chaos. That cost—on Argrave, on Anneliese, on the whole of the Great Chu, had yet to be tallied. But through chaos, great things could be born.

In this case, Anneliese was certain it had brought them victory.

***

Law watched the dying embers of the fire of chaos fall like snow upon the Palace of Heaven—or rather, the summit of this mountain that had once held the palace. Little remained of it after that destructive show. Chaos had wiped it all away; it, and many thousands of lives. There were certain incontrovertible laws about the world. Chaos, despite its nature, had several. One was plainly on display today.

Chaos was just as likely to kill its creator as it was those it was manufactured to harm.


Chapter 62

The very second that Argrave blinked open his eyes, he tried to sit up quickly. That proved to be a resounding mistake as pain assailed him from within, and he felt hot liquid rise up his throat—from the taste of it, blood. He coughed ungracefully, and felt that unpleasantness spill out over his face.

“Oh, what in the… just my luck,” He faintly heard a voice, and then saw someone he recognized well—Titus. The former southern tribal took a nearby wet cloth and wiped Argrave’s face. It seemed like only after a few seconds did he realize Argrave’s eyes were open. When Titus realized he might be dealing with a living thing, he retracted the cloth and said quietly, “You in there?”

Argrave gave a nod and said weakly, “Thanks, Titus.”

The man narrowed his eyes, yet smiled. “It’s Durran, actually. Elenore said you were having a weird memory thing.”

“Right.” Argrave closed his eyes, accepting there would be some adjustment. “What happened?”

“We lost.” Durran plopped the cloth down. “Kirel Qircassia came down and killed Law and Rook. You’ve been unconscious for three years. Gerechtigkeit’s already destroyed half of the world.”

Argrave laughed through his nose, yet even that made him groan in pain. “Just tell me what happened, you freak.”

“Freak? That was you some time ago. Your face was crooked. We fixed it, though, as best we could.” Durran sat down in a nearby chair with a huff, and only then did Argrave start to piece together some of his surroundings. By the look of things, he was still in the Great Chu. “Tell you what happened… what do you think happened? Qircassian Coalition got what was coming to them. Erlebnis died. Sataistador… we think he’s dead, but no one will say for certain. Regardless, he’s hardly any threat anymore. My godly patron is hunting him. The Great Chu… I won’t say it’s peaceful, but it’s quieter than it was. Emperor Ji Meng issued a decree insisting the whole empire pray for your wellbeing. He gave you alllll the credit. He claimed you killed two gods alone.”

“He’s an emperor now?” Argrave looked over, puzzled. “But Ji Meng burnt his soul away to coordinate the fire of chaos’ attack. He can’t be alive.” Durran looked as confused as Argrave felt, and it finally dawned on him—it was another name mix-up. “I’m talking about the governor. The one with the big family, and all the influence.”

“That was Zen.” Durran shook his head. “Something really did a number on you, didn’t it? Is this that fire?”

Argrave blinked a few times. He supposed that, with the Alchemist incapacitated, no one else knew what had happened to him. “It’s a long story. Can you get Anneliese? Please tell me I’m not misremembering that name.”

Durran leaned in. “That’s your sister.”

“I’d believe you if you didn’t have a stupid grin,” Argrave said through clenched teeth. “Just get her.”

Durran shook his head. “Sorry. I, uhh… probably shouldn’t joke about that with things as they are. Anneliese is…” The man gestured vaguely beside Argrave.

Argrave turned his head slowly. He caught sight of her, then. She was lying just beside him in another bed. Her skin had all returned to normal, and Argrave thought that she was merely resting before he noticed her hands.

“What happened to her fingers?” Argrave said in panic, trying to rise again with effort redoubled. More blood came out his mouth, and Durran physically pushed him back onto the bed.

“Take it easy, easy! She’s fine, she’s breathing. Everyone tells me she’ll make a full recovery, given time. Her fingers had to be removed because they were too badly burned.”

“Burned? How?” Argrave repeated.

“Burned helping you handle the fire of chaos,” Durran explained.

“Why did she do that? I didn’t want that!” Argrave raised his voice too loud, and coughed again.

“She saved your life, the way I understand things. Rook and Lira can attest to that.” Durran pushed him down more firmly. “If you act out, all you’re going to do is hurt yourself. Just rest, moron.”

Argrave conceded to Durran’s words, seeing the wisdom in them. He settled down back onto the bed, and his mind wandered to the Alchemist. That man would know what to do, here. Argrave couldn’t rest until he was assured about Anneliese, and the Alchemist could give those assurances. But as Raven was presently incapacitated, he couldn’t be of much help.

Argrave’s thoughts froze. He had Erlebnis’ knowledge inside of his head—anything that the Alchemist knew, Argrave likely did, too. Coming to this conclusion, he looked to Durran.

“Could you get everyone else?”

Durran sat back down in the chair now that Argrave had stopped struggling. “Could you be less vague?”

“No. I might remember names wrong. For all I know, you might bring Galamon in here or something.”

Durran laughed. “Yeah. Yeah, I think I just might. I think I know what you mean. You want your closest counsel, that sort of thing, right?”

“Exactly.” Argrave gave a weak nod. “Have to catch people up… and catch up myself. So, bring everyone.”

“Few of those might be a problem.” Durran wrung his hands together. “Like Melanie.”

“She’s the Order of the Gray Owl magister guarding Sophia, from my memory.” Argrave narrowed his eyes.

“It’s a marvel how you keep saying things so confidently when you know your memory has the consistency of soup.” Durran shook his head, looking upon Argrave like he was a rare beast. “No, she’s the red-headed mercenary with green eyes who was blessed by Raccomen, who you made into a count. You sent her off to fight Traugott, the guy who’s mastered the Shadowlands.”

Countless incongruities arose from Durran’s brief summary, but he skipped past confirming them all and asked instead, “What’s happened to her?”

“Not clear yet. Elenore says the mental connection between them is still up, but she’s not heard a word. That generally means the recipient is unconscious. That would mean, though, she’s been unconscious as long as you—two days. Considering who she was fighting, that bodes very ill.”

“Alright.” Argrave swallowed nervously. “Just… get everyone. Let me collect my thoughts.”

***

In the time that Durran was gone, Argrave searched his wiki for methods of obtaining [Truesight]. It took some filtering, but eventually he found a method offering temporary [Minor Truesight] that was reasonably actionable. He had one of his blood echoes cast a spell to break a nearby glass cup, then retrieved one of its shards. On the fragment, he carefully carved an enchantment while constantly referring to the wiki for reference. His first attempt failed, but on his second, he managed to create a lens that bestowed what he wanted. He used it to examine Anneliese’s state. It turned to dust in his hand as he used it.

Her soul was intact, and seemed unharmed. That gave Argrave immense relief. Her magic, however, was greatly disturbed. It was to the point where Argrave doubted she’d be able to cast spells at all. The Alchemist possessed the expertise necessary to fix that. As far as Argrave knew, though, Raven would still be grappling with the overwhelming sensation of desire which he’d received by coming in contact with Argrave’s mind. That desire spurred him toward consuming and potentiating living things, becoming the Smiling Raven once more. Needless to say, that was unideal.

Argrave might’ve been able to fix Anneliese’s issues on his own if he scoured the wiki for long enough. Given the disaster one error might cause, he didn’t dare try. This was the person that he cared about most—he wouldn’t meddle with her insides without both her permission and utter certainty of success.

He was prowling through the wiki for more answers about things he might try when Durran brought ‘everyone else.’ As it turned out, he had been prudent to leave the choice of company to Durran’s discretion. He got every single name wrong. It was immensely difficult to correct himself, because it felt like these people had all taken on entirely new names. Durran felt like Titus completely and utterly. Galamon had never been the name of the god of war, but rather, his oldest friend in this realm. 

“I don’t think you can preside over anything in this state,” Elenore noted, staring down at Argrave with crossed arms. “Certainly not the realm. I don’t even want to imagine the confusion you might cause. You won’t be doing anything for two weeks, at the very least. We’ll be taking care of all that.”

“Can we afford that?” Argrave questioned. “I mean… are things stable enough that’s possible?”

Elenore nodded. “I tested the emperor’s loyalty by charging him with your protection. Rook was guarding you secretly to see what the man might try. He’s tried nothing at all—as a matter of fact, he’s been rather helpful in subjugating Governor Zen’s family after his death. On the divine side, the Qircassian Coalition has been rendered defunct. Few original members still persist. Kirel Qircassia has sent petitioners requesting peace negotiations, while remaining cooped up in the crack in the sky leading to his divine realm. I’ve refrained from answering until the two of you are back on your feet.”

Peace negotiations. The idea rung hollow, after all that had been done. Argrave dismissed it from his mind, for now.

“I’m currently waiting for information regarding Melanie and Dario. I can’t update you further, there, but… yes. To answer your question, all is stable.” Elenore said that with a long, almost relieved sigh. “The gods of the Blackgard Union tell me our alliance is the single strongest in the entire world, now. Especially after this victory, we have no real opposition.”

“What about the Alchemist?”

“Law has him,” Galamon answered simply. “He protects him at your charge.”

Argrave took a deep breath, and felt the burns in his lungs protest. The Alchemist’s condition was something that demanded immense attention. The Ravenstone, forged of Erlebnis’ blessing, had shattered after the god of knowledge died. Argrave no longer had a method to contain him. Not only was he the single greatest aid in their coming fight against Gerechtigkeit and the only surefire key to recovering Anneliese’s magic, the Alchemist was also an unimaginably dangerous foe if he recovered without certain changes.

“I believe we speak too much,” Orion interrupted Argrave’s thoughts. “His Majesty needs rest. Only his own efforts can recover the damage wrought by that chaotic fire.”

“Believe me—I’d like to sleep, too. But there is one thing you people need to catch up on.” He looked at each of them. “And… sit down, too. Because even I’m having trouble accepting what happened, and it happened to me. It’s about why my memories are the way they are.”

Everyone watched Argrave cautiously as he tried to consider how he might divulge precisely what he’d gained. It would be easy to tell them… but it might be difficult to avoid sounding like a braggart. But then, what was the harm?


Chapter 63

“Could you tell me just what happened there?” The beautiful goddess of birth inquired of Lira, goddess of connections. It looked like grandmother and daughter, almost. “Everything’s abuzz. Everyone can feel that something major happened, and the more attuned among us know there was a huge explosion of spirits in the sky above the Great Chu. But you were there, weren’t you? Some are even saying Argrave killed two ancient gods.”

Lira gave a slow, resigned nod. “To summarize… Erlebnis and Sataistador are both rendered irrelevant, now. Argrave baited Erlebnis out of the Palace of Heaven, and after doing battle with Law, Rook surprised him, killed him, and inherited the vast majority of his power. We took the Palace of Heaven, then, and while I’m not privy to specifics, Sataistador was defeated due to something Argrave did. Now, Stout Heart Swan joined the fight to hunt down the rest of him, and Kirel Qircassia is suing for peace. Most of the Qircassian Coalition was destroyed. The whole of Berendar, and all of the Great Chu, are under Argrave’s thumb.”

With this juicy information, the goddess of birth talked a long, long while, prying whatever information she could. Then, hours later, she conferred with several other gods who sought news about this strange happening in the Great Chu.

“Apparently, the King of Vasquer pulled Erlebnis out of the Palace of Heaven, where he, Rook, and Law killed him together. Minutes after, Argrave killed Sataistador on his own inside the Palace of Heaven. Apparently, Kirel Qircassia is surrendering, too. Lira showed me the sky—everything turned black after the king wiped out the Qircassian Coalition. The king’s putting down his roots in the Great Chu. I’ve heard it’s the largest empire the world’s ever seen,” she bragged.

“That can’t be right,” the gods with her expressed disbelievingly. They, too, probed for more details… and bit by bit, words changed.

“The King of Vasquer killed Erlebnis with Law and Rook, then went on to fight Sataistador after taking the Palace of Heaven. Kirel Qircassia tried to take advantage of things, but most of his coalition was destroyed. Apparently, he’s surrendering unconditionally.”

“Really?” An impish-looking creature, who was the god of mischief, smiled devilishly as the news reached his realm. “That’s quite the tale.”

“It came from Lira. It should be reliable,” the messenger told the god.

“Reliable indeed…” the impish creature stroked its chin. In a few minutes, he was before another.

“You wanted to know what happened, right? I’ve heard that Argrave taunted Erlebnis, sent him into a fury. It was something to do with the affections of a woman,” the mischief-maker said. “Thereafter, the mortal king beat the god of knowledge alone. Sataistador—who was actually Erlebnis’ brother, as it turns out—arrived to avenge him. And the king beat him, too! Now, Kirel Qircassia is whimpering with fear and begging the king to stay his wrath.”

Gaunt, the god of death who had in the distant past nearly joined the Blackgard Union, regarded the god of mischief with immense distrust. There was also a resounding sense of loss that Gaunt himself had not joined, considering this burgeoning union’s ascendency. He remembered nothing of the offer in the White Planes given that realm’s restrictions, but others inside the Blackgard Union had informed him he had been considered to join. Despite not being a member, Gaunt did have some contacts within. Gaunt called upon Rook, seeking to correct the record.

“He said all of that?” Rook laughed at Gaunt’s retelling of the tale. “Well, it wasn’t about a woman. And Sataistador’s not Erlebnis’ brother. But the rest of it… there’s a lot of truth, there.”

“You mean to say King Argrave beat Erlebnis and Sataistador alone?” Gaunt crossed his arms.

“One after the other,” Rook confirmed. “Well… that’s only partially true. Argrave destroyed the vast majority of the Qircassian Coalition and Sataistador at the same time. After all, he’d taken the Palace of Heaven by storm, and he somehow knew how to use it. Kirel Qircassia keeps sending people asking for peace, but Argrave hasn’t given him a single response yet.”

Gaunt, armed with this new information, spread the news. His serious nature gave credence to the tale—and, being that his tale was the most outlandish, it spread quickest, slowly twisting and morphing with every retelling in the slightest manner.

“A mortal king named Argrave killed both Erlebnis and Sataistador after taking the Palace of Heaven by storm. Kirel Qircassia has surrendered without a fight.”

“Argrave stormed the Palace of Heaven, which had Erlebnis and Sataistador both inside it at the time. Kirel Qircassia was meant to help the two of them, but Argrave just finished things too quickly.”

Iteration after iteration, retelling after retelling, until eventually…

“Did you hear about what happened in the Great Chu?” A lesser god spoke to Almazora.

“Did I hear about it?” The goddess of magic crossed her arms. “I was there. There for part of it, at least. What are you referring to?”

“Everyone’s saying that Argrave killed Erlebnis and Sataistador, then made a slave of Kirel Qircassia. This is just after he took the Palace of Heaven and the whole of the Great Chu.”

“What?” Almazora narrowed her eyes. “What do you mean, ‘everyone’s saying that?’ What’s your source?”

“Apparently that’s the word from Lira and Rook,” the lesser god answered. “Is it true he’s still mortal? That can’t be true, right? Do you think you could arrange a conversation with the king for me?”

The goddess of magic blinked, befuddled.

The whole world was talking about one person—Argrave, the mortal king that had been the cause of the destruction of two ancient gods, and had brought to heel a third. Tales of his past exploits rose from the dead—his challenge of Fellhorn’s authority in the Burnt Desert, his fight against Erlebnis and Kirel Qircassia both in the Bloodwoods, his unification of the continent of Berendar and the subcontinent of the Great Chu… but the man himself was only just able to walk again.

***

“We can’t give Kirel Qircassia a break,” Argrave insisted. “We have more than enough manpower—or godpower, as it were. Rook and Law alone could probably handle it, but we’ve got way more than that.”

“You’re not thinking for the long-term,” Elenore disagreed. “The purpose of this debacle was to emerge the foremost power in the world, so that we could unite everyone against Gerechtigkeit. Kirel Qircassia has been very vocal about seeking peace. If we ignore that and destroy him utterly, that could send a terrible message to all of our future allies. It could paint us as bloodthirsty.”

“Bloodthirsty? But he’s killed hundreds of thousands, maybe millions! He’s been bombarding our homes for months, now, and we just stopped him from destroying the whole of the Great—” Argrave trailed off, wheezing. He still needed time to recover.

After patiently waiting for him to cease wheezing, his sister explained calmly, “They aren’t privy to those details, and we can’t get that message to every potential ally. This is about how we’re seen, Argrave,” Elenore reminded him. “I’m not suggesting we genuinely make peace. I’m suggesting we hold off, gather more allies, and then explain this fact while we amass power. We need to be patient. Dead now, dead later—he’s still dead.”

“I don’t know,” said Durran, interjecting. “Qircassia is a slippery bastard. If we give him time…”

“Let him writhe. Let him get desperate. Meanwhile, we amass influence. In the meantime, he might make a mistake. And need I remind you we need every resource at our disposal right now? If we—” Elenore trailed off, eyes going distant as she listened to a voice in her head. She focused on Argrave. “They found Melanie.”

“What?” Argrave tried to rise off his chair, but the movement pained him. “How is she? What’s she saying?”

“Not much—Dario is the only one conscious, but they’re both alive. They’re both getting healing, now,” Elenore told him, then went silent once more as she asked for more information. “Dario said… apparently, they couldn’t do it.”

Argrave closed his eyes, swearing in a tight whisper.

***

“I had him,” Dario told Argrave. The man was unable to even meet his gaze. “I had Traugott. Enough golem cores to generate a blast large enough he’d die.”

“And what stopped you?” Argrave demanded.

Dario looked over to Melanie, who was unconscious. She had been healed, but she needed to wake up on her own. Apparently, it wouldn’t be long. “The blast would’ve killed both of us. I did… I thought about it. Thought long and hard, but just couldn’t. Wasn’t selfless enough. Or selfish enough, I suppose, depending on who you ask.”

Argrave stared at him, asking himself if he would’ve made the same choice. Consign not only his life, but Melanie’s, just so he could take out Traugott. The answer… Argrave couldn’t give one, really.

“So, if I’m remembering things right… Traugott got his hands on the lich’s soul? That’s what this was about, right?” Argrave questioned.

“I didn’t see it.” Dario lowered his head. “As it was… Fellhorn, the Shadowlanders… we barely made it out alive. Had to bury those creatures with all the cores, lest they spill out onto the surface. But I plugged the hole, repaired the tear.”

Argrave took a deep breath, then walked away from Dario’s bedside. In truth, without Traugott’s tip about the fortress’ vulnerability, that whole battle might’ve been drastically different. As it was, casualties were in the tens of thousands. That number might’ve been far greater had they not been able to breach the Palace of Heaven in a timely manner.

But Traugott certainly wasn’t going to pass into the great beyond quietly. He clung on, parasitizing everything Argrave did. And he was getting closer and closer to things that he had no business being anywhere near. They were near the cusp of it all—both getting answers, and putting an end to this cycle of judgment once and for all. Traugott needed to disappear. They were supposedly the undisputed power in the world—there were few better times than now to make that happen.

“Argrave,” Elenore’s voice interrupted his thoughts. “You told me to tell you when she woke up.”

“On my way,” he told her at once.

***

Argrave brushed Anneliese’s hair gently, pinching it up high so she didn’t feel it when he caught snags.

“All of Erlebnis’ knowledge?” Anneliese questioned after Argrave finished explaining things. She sat up partially, leaning against copious red pillows.

“Yep.” Argrave nodded, running the brush through. “Jealous?”

“It would be envy in this case, I think. Either way, not particularly.” Anneliese stared at the edge of the bed, unmoving. Unlike Argrave, Anneliese took the advice to stay still and rest seriously.

“Really?” Argrave studied her eyes. “You don’t want all the knowledge of the universe?”

“I know myself well. It’s the process of discovery I like.” She looked at his hands as they brushed her hair. “You don’t have to do that, you know.”

“Is it uncomfortable?”

“No. It’s nice. I like this. It’s just…” she trailed off.

“Don’t fret. Always wanted to do this,” Argrave told her. “You have nice hair.” He looked down to her hands in turn, then said pointedly, “And no fingers, at present. Hard to hold a brush without those.”

“Don’t get upset at me. I regret nothing,” she told him. “I would lose fingers and more to keep you alive.”

Looking upon her, Argrave’s budding anger died. He merely smiled. “Alright. I’ll buy you new fingers at the finger store. What size are they?”

Anneliese laughed gently, and quiet set upon them as he groomed her. After a time of serenity, she asked, “What must we do from here?”

Argrave stopped brushing. “Just rest, for now.”

“Has saying that ever made someone rest, I wonder?” She looked at him, a droll expression on her face. “You must’ve spoken to Elenore by now. Just catch me up. Magic may be beyond me, but my head is clear.”

Argrave sighed, conceding. “The Alchemist caught emotional rabies. We need to vaccinate him, somehow, but I’m not sure how. I’m reading the wiki, but he’s a rather unique case. Past that, we’ve got to bring all the other gods into the fold—Elenore’s handling most of that. We’re restoring order to the Great Chu, first. Long-term… we look to Sophia. We stop Traugott.”

“And then Gerechtigkeit,” she finished.

“And then Gerry.”

Anneliese took a deep, deep breath, then let silence hang until she said, “We’re very close.”

“To the end, yeah.”

“No,” Anneliese shook her head, pulling the brush from Argrave’s grip. “To us finally having our beginning. The thought of that… it keeps me going.”

Argrave retrieved the lost brush. “Me too. So, let’s hold on just a little longer, yeah?”

Anneliese leaned over and rested her head on his shoulder. “Yes.”


END

Thus concludes volume 10. Reading so much about the cultures that inspired the Great Chu almost made me wish that I was writing a story with that as the background. Maybe in the future. 

The next volume will be edited after its stay on Royal Road and Patreon, and be coming to Amazon in six weeks, thereabout.

Stayed tuned, and don't die.
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